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   Caisey Groves sat at a second hand dark stained kitchen table, her head in her hands as she reviewed the copies of everything that her lawyer had sent over. John was good, efficient; he was the best, and she would be paying his bill off for the rest of her natural born life. Caisey organized the photocopies in a turquoise file folder she'd picked up at the Quick Stop convenience store on her way home from work—the divorce papers, child support and visitation agreement, legal documents changing her last name back to Groves, and a few invoice copies that she'd held on to in case she ever needed them.
 
   Caisey had met Matt Garthe in high school, when her mom moved from New York to North Carolina and she moved back to Conflict to stay with her dad. He was her solace through the suffocation that came with living in a small town and they only grew closer after graduation. Caisey was 20 when she got pregnant with Peyton, the summer before their Junior year at Boston University. Matt proposed when they were home for a visit and a courthouse wedding followed later that week. Looking back on her life, nothing had turned out the way that she'd planned; everything was supposed to be perfect.
 
   It didn’t take long before she gave up on finishing her degree, got a part time job as a receptionist at Weller Law Firm, and focused on raising their daughter. Peyton was just over a year old when Caisey found out she was pregnant with their son, Cayden. That was the first time she realized that her marriage to Matt was not built to last. 
 
   To his credit, Matt tried to stick around for a while, but it was clear that their little family wasn’t where he wanted to be. He wanted to be out with his buddies, living it up after Graduation, before the real world started. For Caisey, the real world had started years ago but Matt never seemed to care. She was 25 when he left; though he tried to keep in contact with the kids for a while, his heart wasn’t in it. The divorce seemed to drag out, laziness and incompetence on his part, before things turned nasty. Peyton was 6, Cayden 4, when Matt took off for good. He wanted to sign over his rights and Caisey was even willing to forfeit child support, happy to be rid of him. Unfortunately, that’s not the way that things work in Massachusetts.
 
   Instead they reached an agreement—visitation and child support—and neither complied with it. Matt didn’t send money and she didn’t show up for his scheduled visits. So far no one had checked up on them and that was just fine by her. The downfall was the earth shattering reality explaining to a, now, 7 year old that her daddy wouldn’t be around anymore.
 
   So for tonight she would cry over the loss of her marriage and her life, and tomorrow she would load up her children and go home. There was no shame moving back to Conflict, most people did at some point in their lives and the rest of them never left. Massachusetts was the kind of place you never left, except maybe for New York, and Caisey knew better than to think she had any chance of surviving Boston on her own.
 
   For now her responsibilities could wait. Her children slept soundly in the living room, their tiny bodies snuggled together on an old air mattress she’d purchased at a resale shop, while Caisey worked to finish what was left of the red wine in the cardboard box she’d bought at Walmart. Tonight she would forget how far she’d fallen and tomorrow she would prepare for the next chapter in their lives.
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   Cayden argued with his sister, loudly, as Peyton plugged her ears, hollering at him to shut up because he was wrong. In the driver’s seat, Caisey was gritting her teeth and telling them both, for the hundredth time since leaving Boston, to quiet down so that she could concentrate on the road. It’s a relief that their journey was almost complete when their black SUV passed the Welcome to Conflict sign, but a confusing mixture of emotions immediately took root in her stomach as she pulled on to Main Street. Nothing had changed in the tiny town in years; the diner, the police station, the high school, they all look exactly the same as they did long before she ever left town.
 
   Caisey grew up spending summers here, with her dad Lincoln, and being back brought comfort—above all else—knowing that that she would have her father’s help. She wouldn’t need to worry about her children anymore, they would be safe and happy here. Along with that relief though, came panic and claustrophobia. Since she was old enough to know there were bigger things in the world, Caisey had ached to leave her hometown and its 3,500 residents behind. She’d dreaded her summers with Lincoln and then, when she’d moved in with him permanently, she’d counted her days to graduation—when she could finally leave. Now she was back, where it all began, and that took a small toll on her heart.
 
   Lincoln's Jeep Wrangler was parked on the curb outside their home, leaving the small driveway open so that she could pull up close to the front door. It was a habit he’d picked up when she started driving in high school and it was a gesture she appreciated even more now. The moment the car was in park, Cayden ceased his tantrum and began pulling against his seatbelt, eager to finally be loose. "Mommy," Peyton's sweet voice called for attention as Caisey climbed out of the vehicle, walking around to her door first to help her out of her booster seat. "How come Papa's truck is here? Why isn’t he at work?"
 
   Caisey has to smile at her child's curiosity, stopping to tie the lace on her sneakers before she unfastens her seat belt. "Papa took the day off today sweetie, he was just so excited to see you," Peyton’s answering smile is blinding, her beautiful doe eyes glowing with excitement. Caisey could hear her father's heavy footsteps on the front porch as her daughter hopped out of the car, running past her and into his open arms before Caisey could turn to greet him.
 
   "Momma," Cayden whined, pulling her attention back to him. Caisey closed Peyton's door, some of her patience coming back now that they had finally arrived, before walking around the vehicle to unhook Cayden. His shoes had barely touched the concrete before he ran to his grandpa and sister. Caisey grabbed their overnight bags from the back, deciding the rest of their luggage could wait until tomorrow, and headed up the walkway to join her family.
 
   "Welcome home, Caise," Lincoln greeted her, giving an awkward one armed hug as she met him in the front yard. The children left them behind as they ran up the front steps and into the house, undoubtedly eager to tear up all the new and exciting things. "You look good," he assessed her in the loose fitted, travel clothes she wore. Caisey hadn’t bothered putting much effort into her appearance that morning, not that she generally did, opting for an old and faded pair of blue jeans with a long sleeved grey shirt that she’d probably had since she was pregnant with Cayden.
 
   She accepted his lie with a shy smile and shrugged, "thanks Dad, you do too." Lincoln had recently started dating Cheryl Klos, a widow from Dover, and the care of a woman for the first time in years looked good on him. He wasn’t a particularly tall man, taller than her but still only about average in height, and he’d always been rather thin. Now he had a small pudge around his middle and his face had filled out some; he looked happy and Caisey noted that he had stopped picking the grey hairs out of his beard. She allowed him to take their bags, smiling to herself as she headed inside to wrestle up her children for lunch.
 
   Not unlike the town, the house hadn't changed in as many years as Caisey could remember. Except, she noted, for the vase of wildflowers decorating the coffee table—that was new. A feminine touch, she wondered, helping the kids shed their jackets and shoes. Lincoln joined them in the living room after putting their bags in Caisey’s old room and Peyton began prattling on about the movers that had come to pack everything yesterday. Caisey ran her fingers through Cayden's thick, dark curls as he listened intently to her dad explain that all of their things had been delivered and were now being stored in his shed out back. Peyton, ever the skeptical child, insisted on being shown and Lincoln was happy to oblige; Cayden, of course, ran along beside them with the never ending need to feel included.
 
   When Caisey heard the old back door slam shut behind them, she realized that she was alone in a house for the first time since she’d had Peyton. The familiar silence of her childhood home pressed in on her, welcoming her with the warmth and overwhelming embrace of an old friend. Today everything was exciting and familiar, but it was only the beginning of August and Peyton would be starting 2nd Grade on Monday. Cayden had been in a pre-K program back in Boston, which had been perfect for her work hours, but now he would be starting Kindergarten and the thought made her sad. They were resilient kids, they’d make friends, but the thought of throwing them in without the friends or familiarity of their home made her anxious to think about.
 
   Caisey took to busying herself while her children were MIA, rather than letting herself begin to worry about things she couldn’t control. She picked up their discarded outerwear and organized it by the front door where she'd left her own shoes. After, she headed into the kitchen and rummaged through the fridge for something edible; there were slim pickings but she came out with a stack of various cold cuts and a few different toppings they could use to make sandwiches. Caisey liked to stay busy and decided immediately that she’d resume kitchen duty, which had been her responsibility in high school, to ensure nobody starved or had to live off cold cut sandwiches. The window over the kitchen sink looked out to the backyard and she watched her gleeful children as her father chased them around in circles. With a smile on her lips, she prepared a modest lunch for the four of them before starting on some light housework that Lincoln had been neglecting.
 
   After they ate, Lincoln headed into the living room to watch his baseball game—another thing that hadn’t changed since high school—and the kids ventured back into the backyard to explore. While Lincoln watched, Caisey gazed absently around the room at all of the old school pictures that he'd kept throughout the years. Framed, above the fireplace, Lincoln had hung the one and only family photo that she’d splurged on when the kids were little. It was one without Matt, which amused her, and the same one she carried in her wallet. Sometimes it amazed her, how little her children looked like their father and how much they resembled Caisey when she was younger. 
 
   It had always been a joke between them, after Peyton was born, that she resembled Caisey so much that he couldn't possibly be her real father. Unfortunately, when Cayden turned out the same way it became a never ending argument between them and a leverage point in his fight against paying child support. She rolled her eyes remembering how brilliant she’d once imagined him to be; hindsight. At the time, she had pitied herself and her children, but now she found it to be a small blessing—the absence of a reminder of him in their beautiful features.
 
   Lincoln muted the television and Caisey focused her gaze on him, pulled from her musings while he seemed to be mulling something over in his own head. "Caisey, do you remember Dr. and Mrs. Carson? I believe their daughter Melanie went to school with you." Caisey nodded, remembering the strange, pixie type girl who'd graduated a year ahead of her at Conflict High School. "Well their nephew, Bentley, just moved here from Seattle a few months ago and opened a practice near the new daycare I told you about."
 
   Caisey waited, again, for Lincoln to elaborate, but he didn’t. "Oookay, that’s nice—” she trailed off awkwardly.
 
   "Well, with their business picking up, Bentley's looking for another receptionist to help out around the office during the week," he explained, rubbing his palms on his pant legs nervously. "I ran into Jennifer, Mrs. Carson, at the grocery store last week and she said they would love to have you. Now, before you say anything, Bentley's sister-in-law runs the daycare and it's just next door and it’s free to employees. They even offer a kindergarten class, so Cayden wouldn’t have to enroll at the elementary school yet and they could keep him longer hours than the school might."
 
   Lincoln finished his rant and Caisey grinned at him, amused by his nervousness; clearly he’d thought this out. "Dad, that's really great and I appreciate the help, but I can't just show up for a job because the doctor's aunt says it's okay." Clearly she’d been away from the small town life for too long, she was actually rationalizing like a normal person. The truth was, in a town like Conflict, you could just show up to work because the doctor’s aunt says it’s okay.
 
   "If it would make you feel better, take a couple of days to settle in and then you can stop by the office. Bentley Carson is a really nice guy, Caisey; I think you'd really like him." She scoffed at his words, crossing her arms defensively across her chest.
 
   "Is this an interview or a set up," she asked and Lincoln looked shell shocked by her response. "Thank you for the offer Dad, but I just got out of a marriage. I'm not looking to get into another one. I've got my kids to worry about." Caisey didn’t wait for a response, leaving Lincoln alone in the living room as she headed out back to check on the kids.
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   Most of the next two days Caisey spent around the house, trying to help the kids adjust to their new surroundings. It's not that they’d never visited before, but never for any length of time with any hint of permanence. While Cayden seemed to be quite content with his new backyard and having dinner with his papa, Peyton was a typical 7 year old with an attitude problem who hated change. Previously, Caisey would have never described her daughter as a diva, but that really was the perfect word for her attitude since arriving in Conflict.
 
   It was Thursday and Lincoln's day off. The weather was nice for this time of year and Lincoln had jumped at the opportunity to show off his grandkids. They were gone fishing over at Hale Reservation, where Lincoln’s buddies spent most of their days, which was conveniently close to Dover. Caisey suspected that his impromptu visit had less to do with his best friend, Brian Pierce, and more to do with introducing the kids to Cheryl.
 
   Most of the morning was spent doing laundry and other small chores around the house, enjoying the unfamiliar solitude. Unfortunately, the silence was only enjoyable for so long; by that afternoon Caisey was going a stir crazy with no little people to look after. It was shortly after one o'clock when she hopped in the shower and got dressed for the day, taking the time to dry and straighten her auburn waves into long, straight strands. She applied a small amount of mascara and a thin line of eyeliner, with a natural shade of lipstick. Caisey enjoyed the way make up made her feel, but most days she didn’t bother messing with it. Some morning she would put it on before work but by lunch time it was smudged or had mostly disappeared.
 
   In her bedroom across the hall, Caisey dug out a pair of dark knee high leather boots that zipped up snugly over her straight legged jeans. They’d been a birthday gift from her mother a few years ago but she didn’t wear them very often; mostly because she had nowhere to wear them to. The only reason they were even in the closet instead of being packed away was because they were one of only a few pairs of shoes she owned and having them around made her feel like she had options. The cream colored blouse she wore was gift as well and she enjoyed the soft feel of satin against her skin. Kathy, her mother, may not be very good at the whole communicating with her daughter thing but her taste in clothes was on point. Caisey appraised her appearance in the full length mirror hanging on the back of the door and grabbed a jacket, just in case, before leaving the house.
 
   It only took about ten minutes for Caisey to find the doctor's office, a large marquee sign in the modest parking lot advertised Dr. Bentley A. Carson, DPM. To the left, an adjoining building painted white with bright colored rainbows and butterflies decorating the walls, carried its own marquee that read Andrews Childcare: Small Minds hold Big Potential. She pulled into one of the vacant visitor's spots and checked her hair in the vanity mirror before heading inside.
 
   The first thing Caisey thought when she entered the office was that it was much larger than it looked on the outside, with a separate play area for sick kids marked by a cartoon turtle holding a thermometer in his mouth. The second thing she noticed was the absence of an antiseptic smell. Instead of the normal burn she got in her nose at the pediatric clinic in Boston, the room smelled like baby powder and fresh cut flowers. It was a pleasant smell to accompany the charming, organized waiting room.
 
   Sitting behind the long white desk that divided the room from the rest of the office was a short, petite girl with shoulder length black hair and large hazel eyes that shone brightly as she smiled in greeting. "Caisey, you look so wonderful," Melanie Carson squealed, jumping from her seat behind the desk and running around to embrace her as if they we were old friends. Truthfully, Caisey wasn't sure she could recall having ever spoken to Melanie before. She was by no means unfriendly in high school, but they’d run in separate groups that failed to overlap.
 
   "Thank you, Melanie," she replied, patting her back awkwardly as things grew more and more uncomfortable.
 
   When Melanie finally released her, it was to hold Caisey at arm's length so that she could assess her critically, nodding her head in appreciation. "Motherhood agrees with you Caisey Groves, you look so fabulous; much more grown up than the awkward teenage girl with her nose in a book!" Caisey blushed at her words and caught herself as she began to slouch self-consciously, curving her shoulders back and regaining her posture. 
 
   "It has been about 10 years since I graduated high school," Caisey reminded her, a little shocked by Melanie’s memory. She hadn't been unpopular in high school, especially after Matt moved to Conflict, but after some time she faded into the background and assumed a slightly more invisible role in the social world. While Melanie and the other social butterflies had spent their weekends at parties, she'd spent most of her weekends reading Emily Brontë and doing chores around the house.
 
   Even after she started dating Matt, Caisey never really ventured outside of her bubble to partake in the teenage shenanigans that her peers did. Matt would pester and she would decline, he would go alone, and eventually he stopped asking her to come out. "Well, I'm very excited that you're going to be working for my cousin; you're going to love it here and we can finally hang out like we should have all those years ago! We have a lot of time to make up for!"
 
   Caisey hadn't intended to accept the position, as much as she needed it. She had every intention of turning it down so that no awkward situations could arise from Jennifer and Lincoln's obvious romantic plotting. However, spending half an hour with Melanie, being shown the ins and outs of the job and hearing all about her life in Conflict was fun. Honestly, it was more fun than she could remember having in quite a few years. What few friends she’d had in Boston had disappeared after she had Peyton. No one wanted to be friends with a mother in her early-20s when they could be out partying with their non-parent friends. It was just a fact of life.
 
   It was well after two o'clock before she realized how long she'd been gone. The two women were sitting behind the front desk, Melanie probably ignoring any clerical duties she should be doing, while Caisey listened to her retell the story of her most recent trip to Texas with her husband, Dallas. Pain cut deep in her sides and tears rolled down her face as she listened to Mel explain the backwoods family dynamic she'd married into. Consciously aware that she was on the verge of possible bladder leakage, Caisey tried to stop her.
 
   Melanie stopped talking suddenly and was positively beaming at something over Caisey’s shoulder. Caisey turned in her chair, confused, and gasped when her eyes met the smoldering, green gaze of the most beautiful man she’d ever seen. He was tall, much taller than her, with erratic brown hair and a strong, scruff covered jaw. It made him look young, but was still professional enough, and she felt her fingers itch to feel its roughness. His eyes grazed over her appreciatively and landed back on her lips, causing Caisey to inhale sharply. She watched, shocked, as the tip of his pink tongue darted out to wet his lips and she knew she was done for.
 
   "Caisey Groves," Melanie's chirpy voice piped up from behind them. "I would like you to meet my cousin, Dr. Bentley Carson." Caisey waited as she finished her introduction and involuntarily swallowed, unable to speak, causing Bentley to deliver an adorable, lopsided grin. No longer able to form a coherent thought, she extended a less than steady hand and stood to greet him. She shivered when his firm, warm hand wrapped around her much smaller fingers, pulling her proffered hand to his lips for a gentle kiss.
 
   "Caisey," he made her name sound sinful and she thought she might faint. Holy Libido Batman.
 
   Caisey and Bentley stared at each other for what felt like hours, but couldn't have been more than a few moments, before Melanie squealed behind them. Her cheeks burned with embarrassment as she turned to face her new friend; Melanie was clapping her hands together excitedly while she looked on at the strange exchange. Caisey bit her lip and looked back to Bentley, his beautiful eyes conveying a silent apology for his cousin and she nodded in understanding.
 
   "Oh Caisey, this is going to be so perfect," Melanie gushed, placing her tiny hands on Caisey’s shoulders and shaking her with enthusiasm. "Finally, we're going to be the best of friends and you're going to love working for Bentley. Obviously," she winked when Caisey turned to look at her.
 
   "Umm Melanie—" she began, only to be interrupted by Bentley's alluring voice.
 
   "You've accepted the job then," he asked, his tone slightly hopeful. Or maybe that was just her imagination. It shocked Caisey to find herself involuntarily nodding in response to his inquiry and a charming grin spread across his face. Oh my. Well now.
 
   "I—I wasn't sure that there really was one—a job, I mean. I know how Lincoln can sometimes be and I wasn't sure if your aunt suffered the same affliction. Not that your aunt's not wonderful, because I'm sure that she is, I just didn't want to assume that just because—"
 
   "Caisey," he interrupted in an amused tone, his mirth sparkling through his gorgeous eyes. "It's okay; there is a job available and, from what my aunt has relayed from Lincoln, you are more than qualified to take over here. If you would like the position, it's yours."
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   By the time that Caisey returned home, Lincoln had the kids in the backyard cleaning the fish that they'd caught and she smiled to herself as she climbed out of the car and heard her children's squeamish screaming while Lincoln laughed. She let herself in the front door, escaping their notice, and started working on a marinade for the fish. Once the bowl was ready, Caisey placed it in the fridge and wrapped three potatoes in tin foil, sitting them on the bottom rack in the oven to bake. After she had set the table and thrown together a salad, she jogged upstairs to change into a comfortable pair of black yoga pants and a white tank top—proud of herself for getting a job and still managing to pull together a quick meal. It was the little things in life. 
 
   The rickety back door slammed against the door frame and eager feet stomped up the stairs; throwing open the bedroom door, the children enthusiastic hugs knocked her onto the bed and she laughed as they greeted her and told her about their day.
 
   Caisey quickly learned that Cheryl makes the best mac-n-cheese ever, with an added sorry mom from Peyton; Brian let Peyton touch a worm but Cayden was too scared, but he assured her that he was not scared; Lincoln and Cheryl kiss a lot, and they wanted to know if they meant that they're going to get married. The last one caught her off guard but she recovered with good humor and told them they’d have to ask their Papa.
 
   When Lincoln hollered up the stairs a while later that dinner was ready, her children jumped up with as much enthusiasm as they'd had when they entered the room and left Caisey to trail behind them as they talked about trying fish for the first time. Honestly, Peyton's enthusiasm for something new surprised her because she'd always been the picky eater. Cayden couldn't care less what you put in front of him, as long as he had ketchup on his plate, but Peyton mostly lived on grilled cheese and mac-n-cheese. She would count this tiny falter in her normal behavior as a win on her part.
 
   Lincoln's cooking had really improved over the years; though she wondered how he would have fared if she'd not prepared the marinade for him. At least the fish was cooked evenly through and through, she couldn’t count the number of times she’d had to stomach fish that had been charred black on one side and barely cooked on the other over the years. They sat around the dinner table, the kids continued to chat about their trip while they cleared their plates and went back for seconds. She was even pleased to see her dad had finished his salad and happy to watch her babies follow his lead. It made her a little sappy to watch Cayden as he tried to mimic his grandpa.
 
   "So Caisey, how was your day?" Caisey stopped chewing her mouthful of potatoes and felt a rush of irrational guilt bubbling inside. Should I lie? Does he know?
 
   Does he know what?
 
   About Bentley.
 
   What about him? That you shook his hand? Call the po-po! It's all over for you, Harlot!
 
   Okay shut up, point taken.
 
   "It was fine," she smiled, swallowing her food and taking a tentative sip of water. "I actually went by the doctor's office and got to meet Bentley—"
 
   "I'm glad," he smiled, obviously pleased with himself and she internally rolled her eyes. "Cheryl has already offered to help with the kids if our schedules overlap." Her father had never been a very verbose man and this subtle shift in him was something new to take in, most likely one more thing to thank Cheryl for.
 
   Peyton, ever the absorbent one of her hellions, looked at Caisey with wide eyes and a sad face. "Mommy, are you going back to work? I don't want you to go back to work; I want you to stay home with me and Cayden."
 
   "I know baby," she reached out to touch her daughter’s wild hair and push a few curls from her eyes. "But remember, we talked about how everything was going to be different now? We talked about the new friends you were going to make?" Peyton nodded, her eyes wide as she tried to lay it on thick. It didn't work as well as it had when she was younger but it still had its charm. "Well it's time for you to start school in a few days and you're going to be so busy, you won't even notice baby girl."
 
   Peyton's theatrical sorrow turned to anger as she threw her fork down and climbed out of her chair. "I don't want to go to school; I don't want things to change! I want to go home and see daddy, I want to see my old friends! I don't want you to go back to work, because I will notice!"
 
   "Peyton," Lincoln's stern voice warned, his chastising tone making Caisey squirm like the errant child she used to be.
 
   "No, Papa! I don't care what you said; I'm not going to school." My daughter stomped her feet as she bolted from the room, her angry tears spilling down her cheeks; Caisey listened to her as she ran up the stairs and slammed the bedroom door.
 
   She sat shell shocked, Cayden's wide eyes watching with confusion, before forcing a watery smile. What the hell was that? Her daughter had never thrown a tantrum like that in her life. No more than some angry eye rolling and foot stomping when she didn't get her way. Caisey knew her children were spoiled but they were generally well behaved; Peyton’s behavior just now left her baffled.
 
   "Dad, I—" she attempted to stand but Lincoln shook his head and she sat back down. Patting Cayden's head, Lincoln passed Caisey with a sympathetic smile then climbed the stairs to comfort her daughter. Sometimes kids needed someone other than their parents to listen, she remembered that well, but she hadn't expected it from her own kids—at least, not so soon.
 
   Their divorce had been such a long process that Caisey had counted herself lucky that it hadn't really affected the children, not that Cayden could really remember what life was like with Matt around. Obviously, she'd been so absorbed in making sure that everything was as painless for them as possible, that she'd overlooked her daughter's, now obvious, heartache. Of course, she wanted her father, she didn't want things to change. She'd loved him and looked up to him, she didn't understand that he no longer felt affection towards her. Hell, Caisey would be 29 soon and she didn't understand, how could a 7 year old? She hated him for that.
 
   Cayden climbed into her lap, his tiny fingers wiping the tears that she hadn't realized she’d shed, just like she did when he was hurt. "It’s okay, mommy," Cayden told her, the same way she comforted him when he was upset about something. His arms wrapped tightly around her neck and Caisey held her son with everything she had, thankful for the beautiful people she'd brought into this world. Peyton hated her now, but one day she would understand. One day she would know the truth and that hurt her more than any angry words ever could.
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   Peyton didn't come out of the room for the rest of the night and pretended to be asleep when Caisey put Cayden to bed a while later. Lincoln tried to comfort her, as much as he could, reminding Caisey that she’d been the same way after he and Kathy divorced, but there was only so much comfort that she could be given when her baby girl was hurting.
 
   She was still in a bad mood Friday morning, a feat for a seven year old, and Caisey would have almost been impressed—if it didn’t hurt so much. When Brian called to invite Lincoln fishing, he decided to take her with, in hopes that some fresh air might help cheer her up. With Lincoln and Peyton out of the house, Cayden and Caisey stayed in bed until late morning, his body cuddled into her side while he played with his army men. It was almost eleven by the time she’d fed him breakfast and gotten them both dressed for the day, so she decided to head over to the daycare center and drop off his paperwork for Monday.
 
   Honestly, the whole situation seemed a little too good to be true. This whole family, whom she'd never really met before, all coming together to personally make her life better and help them get back on their feet? Caisey wasn't sure which deity to thank for their existence, so she thanked them all and headed across town with Cayden singing happily in the back seat.
 
   Elizabeth Andrews-Carson was an intimidating woman on her worst days, which she was sure this woman did not have a lot of. She was tall, curvaceous but still small waisted and healthy, with the most amazing shade of long blonde hair that Caisey had ever seen. She looked like she'd stepped out of a magazine and walked into a daycare by mistake. Surely this pristine goddess was a figurehead, because there was no way this woman spent her days taking care of snot nosed toddlers and screaming babies.
 
   "Hello Caisey," she smiled brightly as they walked through the front doors, Cayden's anxious eyes darted around the room at all of the colorful paintings on the walls and the toy crates housed outside each of the marked age divided playrooms. Caisey smiled and nodded her response as she dropped Cayden’s hand; he wasted no time, running to the room of children across the hall and joining directly into their fun without an invitation. "Well, I'm glad to know that he's going to like it here," Liz assessed him over her shoulder before turning back to Caisey with an amused grin.
 
   "I brought back his paperwork," she informed her, digging into the required bag of necessities that she'd brought and pulled out the matching sky blue folders they'd given her, both marked GROVES/GARTHE. Elizabeth accepted it happily and skimmed it, glancing over the kids’ medical records and emergency contacts list.
 
   "And Caisey, are they allergic to anything," she asked, looking up with another bright smile. Her beauty was hard to ignore and left Caisey feeling completely inadequate, she wondered if the entire family looked like super models or if Bentley and Melanie were just extremely lucky. Technically Liz wasn’t a Carson by blood so she couldn’t really be counted, but Caisey had to assume her husband, who was a Carson, had to be gorgeous if he was going to attract someone like her.
 
   Caisey shook her head, “thankfully no.” Liz noted their paperwork. "Also," Caisey cleared her throat, shuffling awkwardly from one foot to the other. Elizabeth looked up at her, patiently, and nodded for her to continue. "Umm—their father, isn't in the picture. I have primary custody and, while I don't think he would come around or anything, I want to express that he's not to be allowed anywhere near my children. We have a visitation agreement which he does not adhere to but should he try to see them, please contact me."
 
   Her voice was firmer than was probably necessary, but she wanted her to understand how much she did not want Matt around her kids ever again. He didn’t pay child support and she didn’t bitch, as long as he kept his distance. He hadn’t tried so far but she’d be lying to herself if she said the thought hadn’t crossed her mind since returning to Conflict. Elizabeth gave her an understanding nod, noting their files once more and put down her pen. "Caisey let me show you around before you head out. We'll give Cayden a little time to play with someone other than his sister for once.” Caisey laughed lightly and nodded her agreement, following Liz as she walked around the counter.
 
   The layout of the building was very simple, every room was lined up and each room was labeled by age and attendant's name. Elizabeth showed her the mock classroom that Cayden would be in for half of the day and explained how they work on their basic reading and writing skills, reinforcing counting and colors. After nap time, they are moved into a separate room where they play with the other kids. That would be the same space Peyton would be in for their afterschool program, which she hoped would make things easier for her daughter to adjust to.
 
   In the back of the building sat a small office space and a separate kitchen, where the staff prepared meals, and she provided Caisey with this month's lunch schedule. On the back of the refrigerator was a large printed spreadsheet listing the kids with food allergies and anything that they were not allowed to have. Timmy from BT's room was allergic to everything except air, apparently, and Caisey sent up a silent thank you for her children's health.
 
   Liz explained that on Saturday's there were only a handful of kids to be had and that they were condensed to one classroom, where the attendant's generally rotated to ensure that no single employee had to work every weekend. When they entered the classroom, Cayden had fallen into the other children's routine, grabbing a spare blanket from the linen closet and following his new friends to the fluffy matt that'd been installed for naps. "Psst," Caisey got his attention and shook her head, his protesting pout contorted his face as he shuffled over to his mom. "We can't stay baby, I'm sorry," she told him, smoothing his hair as he tried to protest.
 
   Caisey took the blanket from his hands, giving it back to Elizabeth and thanking her for her time. "Thank you Mrs. Liz," her son sniffled dramatically. "I'm sorry my mom won't let me nap with you." Elizabeth giggled and shook her head at him as he peeked shyly up at her.
 
   "That's okay darling boy, we will have plenty of naps in the future and I look very forward to having you here on Monday." Her words seemed to cheer him up and his excited smile had returned by the time they made it out to the car.
 
   



 
  



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _Toc443169457]CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
   When they walked into the house a short while later, Cayden took off through the house and up the stairs to find his sister to tell her about his day. It warmed her heart sometimes, to see how close her kids were. I hope that never goes away, Caisey thought, as she toed off her shoes.
 
   Lincoln sat in the living room, drinking a beer and watching a baseball game, when she joined him. He didn’t turn his attention away from the game, just nodded to acknowledge her presence when she claimed a seat beside him on the couch. "How'd it go," he asked, his mustache twitching as he itched his beard and took another drink.
 
   "Oh you know," she shrugged, pulling her feet up and underneath her. "Cayden loved it there, he was actually really upset when I made him leave," Lincoln chuckled and she smiled at the sound. "How did it go with Peyton?"
 
   He hesitated for a moment, then cleared his throat and sighed before muting the television. A lump rose in her throat and Caisey fought the tears that threatened behind her eyes when she thought about all of the things that he could possibly have to say. "She had fun, she enjoyed fishing with us and playing with some of the kids down at the reservation. I know you're worried about her baby, but I promise that she'll be okay. It's hard for her, same as it was for you, and she just doesn't understand."
 
   Caisey nodded, knowing he was right. Peyton had never shut her out before; she's only seven, I didn't even know that she could shut me out, she thought. It was unbelievably painful not to cuddle her like she did with Cayden this morning. "I think I'm going to go check on them," Caisey told him, standing up, and Lincoln gave her a curt nod before turning the volume back up and returning his attention to the TV.
 
   Climbing the stairs to their bedroom, Caisey tried to remember when she was a kid and struggling with her parents’ divorce. Honestly, she was much younger than Peyton and it bothered her to no end that Caisey couldn’t relate to her daughter’s pain. Matt had betrayed her and the promises they’d made to each other, but he’d downright destroyed their children’s lives. Well… not so much their lives, as the lives they could have had. She would hate him forever for the things he’d said to her and for his lack of paternal bond with his own flesh and blood.
 
   "It was really nice sissy, you’ll really like Mrs. Liz." It's Cayden's soft voice that she could hear through the crack in the door. She knew she shouldn’t eavesdrop, it was a bad habit to start so early on, but something told her not to interrupt them just yet.
 
   "Cayden, you don't understand. I don't want to like it, or Mrs. Liz, I want to go home. Don't you want to go home? Don't you miss daddy?" Her heart constricted as she listened to the silence, unable to hear Cayden's response. "Don't you shake your head at me; you're just being a baby."
 
   "No you stop it, Peyton; you’re being mean to mommy. Daddy doesn't want us anymore, so you quit it." Tears form in Caisey’s eyes at her little man's very grown up words. She could never stop loving her children. Even just hearing him say that, she wanted to burst through the door, take them both in her arms and promise them over and over again that no such thing could ever happen.
 
   "Don't say that Cayden, daddy loves us. Mommy’s the one that took us away."
 
   "No Peyton, I heard him. He said he didn't want us and said she could keep us. Please be nice to her, I don't want mommy to leave, too."
 
   Caisey collapsed against the wall in the hallway, unable to listen anymore. Her heart felt like it had been shredded into a million pieces and she wanted to kill Matt for this. In this moment she could have, without remorse. Neither of their children were planned, their situation was not ideal, but they were the light of her life and she could never just walk out on them the way that he had.
 
   "Mommy," Peyton's timid voice pulled her from her reflection and Caisey looked up at her with tear filled eyes. "Mommy, are you okay," she asked, concerned, as she crawled into her lap and wiped away her mother’s tears.
 
   "Yeah baby," Caisey gave her a watery smile and smoothed back her stubborn curls. "Mommy was just thinking," she told her and Peyton nodded.
 
   "Mommy I'm sorry," Peyton choked out before bursting into tears and throwing her arms around her neck. "I'm sorry I yelled at you and wouldn't talk to you and was mean to you."
 
   "Oh baby no," she shushed her, rubbing soothing circles on her back while she cried into her hair. "It's okay, Peyton; it's okay, baby."
 
   Peyton sniffled and wiped her nose on the back of her hand, pulling back just slightly to look at her mother’s face. "If you say I will like my school, Mommy, I promise I will. Please don’t leave us."
 
   "Peyton Marie, don't you ever even think that is possible. Sweetheart, I'm your mother, I love you more than life itself and nothing will ever, ever change that." Caisey held her daughter’s face in her hands, conveying her point as Peyton nodded. She hugged her again, holding tight until the crying subsided and she stopped sniffling. Then Cayden walked timidly out of the bedroom and looked at them. She gave him an encouraging smile, gesturing with her pointer finger for him to come join them in the hall.
 
   Twenty minutes later, Lincoln came looking for them and stopped in surprise when he found them sitting together in the hallway, Peyton playing with Caisey’s hair while she told them about her day at the reservation, and Caisey caught a brief smile from her father. He gave a knowing wink before heading back downstairs to leave them alone for a while longer.
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   It was Caisey’s first day of work and she was nervous as hell. It was a strange thing to know that her nervous state was about more than starting her new job. Truthfully, she was nervous about seeing him again; nervous to see whether she’d imagined the spark between them. She hugged and kissed her daughter good bye on the sidewalk in front of the elementary school. Peyton's arms lingered a second longer than usual as she wished her good luck and told her she loved me. Out of habit, Caisey smoothed back the curls that had fallen against her forehead and adjusted her pigtails before watching her run off to join her new class.
 
   "It's just right next door Caisey, you can come check on him any time," Liz gave her an encouraging smile when she dropped off Cayden, already more anxious for having left one child behind. Caisey nodded her appreciation, casting one last look to Cayden—who had been almost as eager as his big sister to join his new class and start making friends—before heading through the front door and across the walkway to the practice.
 
   The door was already unlocked, even though office hours didn’t begin for another twenty minutes, and Melanie was sitting behind the desk filing her nails. Her golden hued eyes met Casey’s and her bored expression disappeared as she bound to her feet and ran around the counter to greet her. "I'm so glad you're here!"
 
   "Melanie, I told you I would be," she tried to reason with her.
 
   "Oh I know," she responded, releasing Caisey and giving her a bright smile. "But I wasn't sure until now that you'd actually show but here you are, ready to work." Honestly, all of the grinning was getting a little creepy.
 
   "Melanie, leave her alone,” Bentley's authoritative tone interrupts them and Caisey represses a smile when she feels that same electric current that she felt last week begin to flow through her again. Melanie gave a dramatic pout and Caisey turned to face Bentley, his white lab coat starched and wrinkle free over a plaid shirt and a dark pair of slacks. She met his eyes and felt a slight blush in her cheeks as he smiled. "I'm glad you're here, we're usually pretty hectic on Mondays and we could use an extra set of hands around here."
 
   Caisey nodded and glanced around nervously, wondering what help she could possibly be on her first day. "Well I really appreciate the opportunity; most people wouldn't take a chance on a stranger like this and I really appreciate it."
 
   "Nonsense," he shook his head and started walking toward the back room. Caisey looked to Melanie for guidance and she nodded, implying that she should follow him. "My aunt Jennifer and Lincoln have known each other a long time, I've been looking for someone new for a while and Jennifer trusts Lincoln's judgment." Caisey followed Bentley to his quaint office and he gestured for her to sit down in front of the desk as he closed the door and took the seat behind the mahogany surface.
 
   In the confines of a closed space, alone with Bentley, the electricity between the two of them is more palpable than ever. She watched him as the color of his beautiful eyes darkened slightly and the lust filled depths of his soul caused her to swallow almost audibly as her mouth dried and she tried to remain professional. What the hell is wrong with me? Who is this man?
 
   "Caisey," his voice was deeper now, more rough, the sound of her name causing the muscles deep inside the pit of her stomach to clench deliciously. "I have just some basic employment forms that I need you to fill out; I'm assuming you don't have a criminal background or any sort of drug problems that I should know about?"
 
   He dug through the contents of a drawer in his desk, pausing to look at her as she answered the questions. "Oh, umm—no; just the occasional bottle of wine," she smiled shyly and he grinned at the lame joke; she blushed. A moment later, Bentley pulled out the manila envelope with her name typed across the top that he’d been searching for. He laid it out on the desk, pulled out tax information and forms for direct deposit, then placed the forms in front of her before passing her a pen.
 
   Neither of them talked while she filled out the paperwork and he went through his morning charts, occasionally stopping to scribble on a sticky note and dog ear pages in the patient files. Caisey answered the standard questions about tax deductions, filled out forms for their health insurance, and listed Lincoln as her emergency contact, all in the silence of Bentley's office. However, it wasn’t an awkward or uncomfortable silence; contrary to what she might've thought, sitting in silence with him felt safe and natural. It was certainly never a feeling that she’d experienced with Matt.
 
   It was almost nine o'clock, according to the small antique clock on Bentley's desk, when Melanie knocked on the door to let him know that his first patient was waiting in Room 2. He thanked her and Melanie turned to leave, pausing to wink at Caisey before she pulled the door closed behind her. "I think that's everything," Caisey told him, signing her name at the bottom of the last form and putting down the pen. Caisey handed the forms back to Bentley and wait patiently as he checked them; he finally nodded and put the forms back in the folder but left it on his desk.
 
   "Well thank you for the lovely company Caisey," he said with a lopsided grin and her hormones instantly kicked back into overdrive. "I've got a possible case of the chicken pox waiting for me, but I'm sure Melanie would be more than happy to give you the rundown on our system."
 
   "Of course, thank you," she smiled bashfully as Bentley motioned for her to lead the way out of his office. A new found confidence grew inside her when she felt his eyes on her derriere as she left the room, giving her the courage to wiggle her hips a little and earning an audible intake of breath from Bentley. Yes, she celebrated internally and gave him a polite smile before heading off to find Melanie at the front desk.
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   It didn't take long before Caisey had a pretty good handle on the job. The program for scheduling appointments was very basic, so most of the job mainly consisted of answering the phone and pulling charts for patients. She hadn't seen much of Bentley since Monday and by Thursday, she'd started to think that what she'd thought was an obvious attraction was just her imagination.
 
   It was 4:30 when she locked the front door and switched the open sign to display their office hours. Melanie had taken the day off because Dallas had the flu and she wanted to take care of him now that there was another pair of capable hands around the office. Katie Foster, one of Bentley's nurses, poked her head out from the back room as she stepped back behind the counter and told her that the nurses had finished up for the day and were headed out. "Have a good night Caisey, I'll see you tomorrow," she smiled and wished her the same.
 
   A few moments later Caisey heard the back entrance click shut and the office was quiet as she finished making notes on tomorrow's patient list. She ran down the schedule, making a list of the patient files that she still needed to grab and headed into the file room to search for them. Like the rest of the office, the file room seemed perfectly proportionate for its job, leaving no unneeded spaces and or cramped furniture arrangements. "Garrett, Garrett, Garrett," she mumbled, thumbing through the row of patient files marked Smith. "Where are you?"
 
   Not finding his file on the shelf or in the bin to be refiled in the morning, Caisey grabbed the rest of the folders from her list and head back out, locking the file room behind her. She took the liberty to walk around, flipping off light switches and checking that the proper doors were locked up, knowing that the cleaning crew wouldn’t be in on a Thursday. Peeking around the corner as she headed back to her desk, Caisey noticed the light on under Bentley's door and she could hear him having, what sounded like, a one sided argument. Assuming he was on the phone, she decided to go relieve Liz of munchkin duty and bring them over while she tried to find her missing file.
 
    
 
   "Thanks again Liz," she waved as Liz locked up the daycare and headed for her car.
 
   "No problem, Caisey. Tell my cousin to quit working you so hard, it's cutting into my marriage," she joked, giving a wink and earning a laugh. Caisey took Peyton's hand and led her back to the office, carrying a sleepy Cayden in her other arm.
 
   Bentley was still in his office when she returned, so Caisey set Peyton up at Melanie's workstation with a coloring sheet and she began humming to herself while Cayden sat quietly on Caisey’s lap, playing with his box cars. It was half past 5 and she’s just finishing up the last of her notes for tomorrow, still missing Garrett Smith's file, when Bentley finally emerges from his office looking completely exhausted. Eyes on the ground at first, he seems shocked when he looks up to find Caisey still sitting behind the desk and even more so when he notices her kids.
 
   "Oh umm, Caisey, I didn't realize anyone was still here," he apologized, looking at Cayden and then at Peyton, who had stopped her coloring to survey him curiously.
 
   Caisey stood quickly, putting Cayden down in her chair and waiting to be berated in front of her children. "Yeah, I'm sorry. Melanie was out today and I didn't finish tomorrow's records, I didn't want to keep Liz any longer than I already had. I won't put this on my timesheet, it's my own—"
 
   "Nonsense," Bentley interrupted her, shaking his head and looking amused at the way that she’d begun wringing her hands nervously. "I don't mind; though you shouldn't feel obligated to stay late, especially with two young kids, I just hadn't realized that anyone was here."
 
   Caisey smiled timidly and started to reply when her mini-me spoke up, “what’s your name?”
 
   Bentley looked to Peyton and Caisey was surprised when he offered her daughter a warm, kind smile. Of course he's good with kids, dummy, he's a pediatrician! – Oh, Right…"My name is Bentley; what is your name beautiful girl?" Bentley walked over to Peyton and kneeled in front of her, bringing himself down to her height and examining her coloring skills like they were the Mona Lisa.
 
   Caisey watched, dumbfounded, as her spit fire of a daughter blushed; Peyton actually blushed. Oh my… it's a family trait… poor girl. "My name is Peyton, are you a doctor?" she asked, pointing at the embroidery on his white lab coat.
 
   "Well you are a very observant and bright little girl," he commented and she grinned proudly, looking back to her mom for confirmation that this was okay and receiving an encouraging nod. "I am a doctor. This is my office here," he said, pointing around the corner to the door he'd come out of.
 
   Peyton craned her neck to look and Caisey noticed Cayden doing the same, obviously Bentley had caught his attention as well. "Does that make you my mommy's boss?"
 
   Bentley looked to Caisey and she shrugged, a little smug. She had two very bright children and she’d take credit where credit was due. "I guess you could say that, but I think if your mommy keeps working this hard then she'll be the boss in no time," Peyton giggled at that and nodded her head in agreement; Bentley gave her a little wink that made Caisey’s stomach dance. Oh well hello there hormones, I thought you'd disappeared. "Did you color this," Bentley asked Peyton, turning her attention back to the almost completed coloring sheet. She nodded proudly and he gave her an encouraging smile, "well you did a very good job! I wonder if you could do me a favor Peyton."
 
   "Yes, sir," she responded politely, Cayden shifting to the edge of the chair to listen to what Bentley was about to ask of his sister.
 
   "My office is very boring, but don't tell my aunt because she tried very hard to make it a cool, grown up office," Bentley made a mock face of disgust and Peyton giggled. "I was wondering if you would want to color something really, really pretty for my office?"
 
   Peyton's entire demeanor changed in that moment. She was smitten with this man and her entire essence beamed with pride and excitement. "Yes Dr. Bentley, I can do that for you; but don't tell your aunt that you don't like your office, it might hurt her feelings."
 
   "I agree," Bentley chuckled and Caisey found herself laughing too. Cayden, obviously wanting to be a part of this, slid off the chair and approached Bentley cautiously.
 
   "Me too," he asked, halfway between Bentley and his mom, still trying to decide if this stranger was okay or not. "I can color too, Dr. Bentley."
 
   "Of course," Bentley smiled. “I'm going to need more than one picture if I want to decorate my whole office.” Cayden grinned excitedly and looked at Caisey with big, bright eyes. "What's your name, buddy?"
 
   Cayden looked back at Bentley, still smiling, "Cayden."
 
   "Well Cayden, it's very nice to meet you," Bentley held out his hand and Cayden shook it politely, though a little confused. He was smart enough to know that the polite thing to do was to return the gesture, but also smart enough to realize that most adults did not shake hands with little kids.
 
   "Mommy, I'm hungry," Peyton interrupted, looking on with obvious jealousy.
 
   "Okay baby, I'm almost done here and then—"
 
   "Caisey, it's okay; your kids are hungry, it's dinner time, if you don't finish tonight I'm sure it will be fine." Bentley stood up and pulled off his lab coat, folding it over his arm. He wore a white button up—that hugged him fairly decently and exposed a toned core—over a pair of khakis, and he looked like a GQ cover model. "I was actually about to go meet my aunt at the diner for a bite, why don't you and your kids join us?"
 
   Caisey looked into the excited eyes of her kids and back at Bentley hesitantly. “I don’t know…”
 
   "Please, Mom … Please, Mommy," they begged in unison and Bentley grinned at them.
 
   "Aunt Jennifer has been dying to meet you, why don't you call Lincoln and invite him to meet us there? I'm sure the two old gals would like to catch up on their gossip," he winked at her and she laughed, shaking her head in defeat. He was such a flirt; she need to remind herself that it was a personality trait and not a personal preference to her. He’s just nice, that’s all. Caisey accepted his offer, much to her children's delight, and shot a quick text to Lincoln asking him to join them.
 
   As long as you don't mind an old man in dirty overalls, he replied and she shook her head in amusement. "Lincoln will meet us there," she told him and Bentley looked pleased. Caisey quickly picked up the kids' things and locked up her desk for the evening while Bentley grabbed his jacket and secured his own office. "Are you ready," she asked when he came back and he nodded, asking if she had everything. Holding Cayden’s hand, she herded her kids out the back entrance and got them secured in their seats while Bentley locked up.
 
   "Mommy, I like Dr. Bentley," Cayden informed her as she pulled on his straps to make sure they were done up right.
 
   Caisey looked at him, surprised; Cayden was a friendly enough kid but she couldn’t think of a single stranger he’d ever declared his like for.
 
   Peyton chimed in, “yeah, Mom, you should may him; he’s very handsome.” Now that was a little less surprising of a declaration. Even so, Caisey blushed profusely at her children's innocent words and laughed, shaking her head at them.
 
   “Marry, sweetie. The word is marry,” she corrected, shutting the back door and climbing into the driver's seat .Oh my… Between Lincoln and my kids, I’m going to be old before my time.
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   Lincoln’s hardware store was closer to the diner than Bentley’s office, so he was already sitting at a table with Jennifer when the rest of their party arrived. Jennifer was much younger than Caisey had expected—with beautiful, thick auburn hair and eyes the same shade of golden brown as her daughter’s. She’s a petite woman but she carried herself confidently as she stood to embrace Caisey, because we don’t shake hands in this family, and she instantly knew where Melanie got it from.
 
   "Oh Caisey you are just as lovely as Lincoln said you were, and your children," she gushed, causing Cayden to step behind his mother nervously and Peyton to grin proudly. "Peyton, your dress is very beautiful," Jennifer complimented and Peyton did a dramatic twirl, causing the skirt of her pink and yellow sundress to flare. Autumn was just around the corner and she wouldn’t be able to wear dresses much longer, but Peyton insisted on wearing one every chance she could until then.
 
   "Are you Dr. Bentley's mommy," Cayden asked inquisitively when Bentley joined them a few seconds later, bending to kiss his Aunt on the cheek and moving to shake Lincoln's hand.
 
   "Well hello there, Cayden," she greeted him in mock surprise, acting as if she hadn't noticed him before. "You are quite the handsome fellow; no darling, I'm Jennifer. I'm Bentley's auntie." Bentley rolled his eyes at the comment and Caisey giggled. It was strange to hear the word auntie in reference to a full grown man.
 
   "Mommy, what's an auntie," Peyton asked, looking up at her with curious eyes.
 
   "That means that Bentley's mommy was my husband’s sister," Jennifer explained patiently, pulling out the chair for Cayden when Caisey moved to sit down. Bentley repeated the gesture with Peyton, pushing her up to the table and taking the empty chair between her and Lincoln, leaving Caisey to fidget anxiously under the table. She didn’t like not knowing what to do with her hands—aiding her children generally helped that.
 
   "I'm Cayden's sister," Peyton told them all matter-of-factly. "Does that make me an Auntie?" Caisey smiled kindly at her daughter and shook her head, explaining that when they grew up and Cayden had babies of his own, she would be their aunt. Wow, grandchildren… there's a strange thought… Let’s stay little for a while longer, please? she thought.
 
   When the waitress came over to take their orders, she gave both the kids paper placemats to color on while they waited. "So Caisey, was your ex-husband an only child, too," Jennifer inquired, catching her off guard as Caisey struggled to remove the plastic wrap from the three generic crayons the restaurant had provided. Rip. The plastic gave way dramatically and the crayons went flying, one of them landing in Bentley’s water glass. "Oh dear," Jennifer looked contrite, quickly fishing out the wet crayon and drying it off. 
 
   "We don't talk about my daddy," Peyton stated flatly, not looking up from her placemat as she colored in the farm animal outlines, obviously unaffected by the flying crayons. Jennifer looked to Caisey, surprised and apologetic as she offered a kind smile.
 
   "It makes mommy sad," Cayden explained, causing Caisey’s cheeks to heat with embarrassment.
 
   "Okay… Less talking, more coloring," she declared, handing Cayden the other crayons Lincoln had retrieved for her and taking a deep drink of her water. She avoid their eyes for a moment, expecting to be met by sadness. Instead, as Caisey looked around nervously, she saw only understanding and acceptance on Jennifer and Bentley’s faces. "Yes Jennifer, he is," she answered, returning the kind smile Jennifer had offered her before.
 
   The waitress brought out their food and Caisey helped Cayden put ketchup on his plate as Peyton sampled her mac n cheese gingerly. “Hey Cayden, I heard there’s a barbeque at the beach this weekend,” Lincoln told him, trying to change the subject and obviously hoping to break any residual awkwardness.
 
   Cayden looked up excitedly, clueing her in that this wasn’t the first time barbeques had been discussed. "On the reservation," Cayden asked and Lincoln nodded. "Mommy, can we go? Can we?"
 
   "Umm…" Caisey looked to Lincoln who seemed happy with his grandson’s reaction and shrugged. "Sure buddy, we can go to the barbeque."
 
   "No," Cayden shook his head, rolling his eyes. “There are no girls allowed."
 
   "Excuse me," she asked sternly.
 
   "Caisey," Lincoln chuckled, his moustache twitching as he tried to hide his amusement. "It's an all men's barbeque down at the reservation. Brian was telling Cayden about it when we went down there to see—him," he caught himself. When will my father quit trying to hide his relationship from me? "Since then Cayden hasn't stopped asking about it. A lot of the men get together and tell stories, grill up some fish. It's a good time."
 
   Cayden grinned at her and she shook her head, unable to be angry at his cheesy smile. “Okay, you can go. But rude little boys don’t get fish, remember that. Now eat your chicken strips."
 
   "What will you and Peyton do while the boys are away on Saturday," Jennifer asked sweetly and Caisey could tell by the hopeful tone in her voice that this was going to be followed by something she wouldn’t like.
 
   "Just hang out around the house, I assume," she shrugged, trying not to sound as if she were dreading what was going to come out of Melanie's mother's mouth next.
 
   "Oh no, that won't do," Jennifer shook her head. "Melanie and I have made plans to go to Boston this weekend; you and Peyton simply must join us! We’ll be going shopping and getting our nails done! It would be just amazing if you and this little beauty joined us!"
 
   Caisey chewed on her lip nervously; she didn’t want to turn down such a sweet invitation. Looking at her baby girl, she knew Peyton was excited by the prospect of a girls' day with the grownups, but she just didn't have the money to spend getting their nails done or having a fancy lunch like the Carson women were probably accustomed to.
 
   "Caisey," Bentley interrupt her inner debate. "That reminds me, payday is tomorrow and I didn't have a chance to get your direct deposit set up yet so I'll be giving you a check, if that's okay." Did this beautiful man just read my mind?
 
   "Okay… umm… thank you, Bentley," she smiled and he nodded humbly, turning back to his dinner. "Sure, Jennifer; Peyton and I would love to go shopping with you and Melanie on Saturday."
 
   "Yes!" Peyton exclaimed excitedly and Bentley chuckled, looking at her with adoring eyes. She grinned at him, as if she knew that he'd made this possible, and he winked back at her.
 
   The rest of the meal was spent with Bentley and Lincoln discussing fishing while Peyton and Jennifer discussed Saturday. Caisey mostly listened in on their conversations, chiming in when appropriate and occasionally leaning over to wipe ketchup off Cayden’s face.
 
   It was almost twenty after 7 when they prepared to leave and Bentley surprised her by picking up the tab. Jennifer and Lincoln were the first to leave, but Bentley was nice enough to stay behind and help her carry two very sleep kids back out to the car. Cayden was snoring by the time she had him fastened in and when she turned around, Peyton was not far behind him as she drifted to sleep in Bentley's arms; her head nestled into his neck.
 
   "Thank you, for dinner and for helping me with the kids," Caisey told him, closing the door after she got Peyton fastened in.
 
   "It's my pleasure; you have really great kids Caisey." She smiled proudly and nodded her agreement. "I'm sorry if Jennifer's question earlier made you uncomfortable, sometimes my aunt—"
 
   "It's fine," she shook my head in denial. "It just caught me a little off guard and then to hear my kids… it's a hard thing, divorce." Bentley nodded his head sadly and she wondered briefly where the sorrow in his eyes had come from.
 
   "Drive safe, Caisey; I will you see you tomorrow." Before she could respond, Bentley leaned in and kissed her tenderly on the cheek then turned and walked back to his black BMW a few parking spots over.
 
    
 
   



 
  



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _Toc443169461]CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
    
 
   After she got the kids home and into bed, Caisey hopped in the shower and tried to relax after such an exciting evening. The kids rarely got to go out to eat, especially for so long or with more than their mom’s company, but she was pleasantly surprised by how well they’d done. Jennifer seemed completely smitten with them and Caisey wondered briefly if Liz had made her a grandmother yet. Melanie wasn’t ready, they’d had that conversation already, but the subject had never come back to Jennifer’s son. Come to think of it, Caisey wasn’t even sure she knew his name. He’d been a couple of years older than her in school and she couldn’t remember having met him before.
 
   Caisey’s mind wandered a little more as she brushed the wet tangles from her hair and she thought about Bentley. Thought about his eyes, his smile, and the soft way his lips had brushed her skin when he kissed her cheek outside the restaurant. It was such a strange thing for him to do; inappropriate if she really wanted to think about it—which she didn’t. The kiss was tender but comforting. Not as uncomfortable as she thought it might be, seeing as it was really the first affectionate exchange between her and the first man she’d been interested in since Matt. But it wasn't really affectionate, was it? It was just a gesture… maybe it was just a polite good bye from someone who'd enjoyed spending an eventful dinner with her and her children.
 
   Caisey slipped into a pair of yoga pants and pulled on a sweatshirt, twisting her hair up into a messy bun and wrapping a ponytail around it. She peeked into their room, checking to make sure Peyton and Cayden were still okay before creeping downstairs. Lincoln was passed out on the couch, still dressed in his overalls with an empty beer can on the end table beside his recliner. Caisey turned off the television and placed a throw over him, then turned off the lights and headed out to the back porch with her cell phone and a bottle of water.
 
   She loved sitting outside in the cool night air and listening to the crickets. It made her feel peaceful, unaffected by life.
 
   Are you awake? –C.
 
   I am, what are you still doing up? –B.
 
   Munchkins are knocked out, enjoying some peace and quiet. –C.
 
   You have wonderful children Caisey, thank you for joining me for dinner. –B.
 
   Thank you for the invitation, my kids are completely smitten with you and your Aunt. –C.
 
   The feeling is completely mutual. :) –B.
 
    
 
   Caisey hesitated, reading his messages a couple of times before thumbing out a quick response. She pressed send before she could chicken out then instantly regretted the decision. 
 
    
 
   Bentley, why did you kiss me? –C.
 
    
 
   There was a long pause and her heart began to race as she counted all the reasons it was a bad idea to text him that. He was her boss; what the hell was wrong with her? She’d done so well for the past couple of years, but the first time some guy tries to comfort her just a bit she had to go psycho What does this mean? on him? Ugh! Sometimes being a woman was a horribly frustrating way to be. God Caisey, you’re seriously losing your mind. Her phone beeped and she held her breath as she clicked on his message.
 
    
 
   I'm sorry; it was highly inappropriate, I know… –B.
 
   No, well yes... but no… it was a nice kiss. :) –C.
 
   Yes, it was :) I will see you at work tomorrow Caisey, good night. –B.
 
   Good night –C.
 
    
 
   Okay, maybe that hadn’t been so bad. He still hadn’t answered the question though.
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   As soon as she walked into work Friday morning, Caisey felt awkward; almost guilty even. She didn’t work directly with Bentley, so she should feel like an admittedly ‘nice’ kiss could be misconstrued as preferential treatment. Then again, Melanie was his cousin; things in Conflict didn’t work the same way that they had in Boston. Here it was okay to take your kids to dinner with your boss and his Aunt, to be given a kiss by said boss, to date that same boss… You're not dating him Caisey, what the hell are you thinking? No more men, remember?
 
   Right; no more men! 
 
   "Earth to Caisey," Melanie's bell like voice called to her, pulling her from her thoughts and drawing her attention towards the grinning, curious face of her new best friend. "Wow space cadet, what is with you today; you are on a whole other planet. Can't say I blame you, this place is so boring sometimes. I've thought about sliding over to the daycare on slow days and hanging out with Elizabeth instead. So mom phoned to tell me that you and your little miss will be joining us tomorrow?"
 
   "Breathe Melanie," Caisey teased with a wink, earning an eye roll and an apologetic shrug. She joked about Melanie’s inability to focus on one thing at a time, but days like today it came in handy—distraction. "Yeah, Lincoln is taking my son, Cayden, to the reservation tomorrow and your mom invited us along. I hope that's okay," she asked, suddenly wondering if she was intruding on her mother-daughter time with her own.
 
   "Oh God, of course not Caisey," Melanie squealed excitedly, shaking her head and rolling her chair closer so that she could throw her arms around her. The girl loved to hug. "My mom is absolutely through the roof excited about tomorrow; she's wanted grandkids for years now. Honestly, I think Jennifer Carson would have been the only mother in town to have been excited for Dylan or me to have kids in high school." Caisey laughed a little loudly at the joke and Melanie gave her a deadpan stare.
 
   "Why don't you have kids Melanie," Caisey asked her, turning back to straighten some of the loose papers and sticky notes on her desk top. She hated clutter and it seemed a little inevitable with clerical work so she tried to keep on top of it during down time. “I know we’d talked about it before—you’re not ready—but why aren’t you ready?”
 
   "I don't know,” Melanie sighed, spinning around in her chair a couple of times. “Dallas wants them but I'm enjoying it being the two of us. We've been together for a while now but we've only been married a couple of years and I'm enjoying that, you know? I don't know, maybe I'm being selfish."
 
   "No, not at all," Caisey interjected, putting a couple of pens away before turning back to face her. "Trust me, as someone who had her kids too soon and way too young, you and Dallas should enjoy this time together. You deserve to be selfish, travel with your husband and enjoy each other because there won't be a whole lot of time for that between diapers and bedtime stories."
 
   "Oh Caisey thank you," she smiled appreciatively. "Thank you for understanding; I feel like nobody really understands where I'm coming from. Especially Liz; I love her to death but sometimes I wish she wasn't Dallas's sister so that she could be a little more understanding. Liz wants a baby so bad, she can't understand anyone who doesn't want kids or who would want to wait."
 
   "If she wants a baby so bad, why don't they have one?" Caisey hoped the question didn’t come off as rude, she was merely curious. Melanie didn’t seem offended though and so she decided it was probably okay to ask.
 
   "They're trying, they've been trying for almost a year now and it just hasn't happened yet. They got all checked out and everything's in working order, it's just going to take some time. I guess that happens sometimes," she shrugged and Caisey snorted.
 
   "Sorry, just wish I could say that had been my case. Not that I don't love my kids, because I wouldn't trade them for anything in the world, I just wish that they'd been born under better circumstances and a few years later in life." Melanie nodded her agreement with sad eyes and Caisey turned back to her computer screen, avoiding her pity. She was used to the pity eyes at this point; she’d been receiving them for years now but it’d gotten worse after Matt left. People see a young mom with two kids and no ring on her finger and they tend to get a little sad on you.
 
   It wasn't until that moment on that day that she realized how acutely aware that she had become of Bentley Carson. Thinking back, Caisey knew it had been present since day one and she’d just simply ignored it. Now though, he opened his office door and stepped out and it was like an uncontrollable jolt of electricity, flowing up her spine and firing from her nerve endings. "Good afternoon ladies," Bentley smiled at Melanie and then turned a smoldering grin at Caisey. Which, unfortunately, didn’t go unnoticed by the ever observant Melanie Andrews.
 
   "How are you today Bentley," she smiled politely, feeling her cheeks heat up under his and Melanie's stares.
 
   "I'm magnificent Caisey, I slept well," he replied thoughtfully. "I just wanted to give you your paycheck," he explained and she noticed now that he was holding a sealed envelope in his left hand, now offering it to her. "Melanie probably told you but we close at two on Friday's so you'll have plenty of time to get to the bank for tomorrow."
 
   "Thank you Bentley, that's very considerate of you," she responded, opening the bottom drawer of her desk and dropping the check inside. Bentley shrugged awkwardly and Caisey realized that he didn’t like compliments. Not that she did either, but it seemed like a strange quality for someone so wonderful to possess.
 
   Melanie excused herself quietly and Bentley took her seat beside Caisey, looking nervous and unsure of himself. "Caisey, I know that you've only just gotten to town and that you've got two small children, neither of which are an easy feat on their own let alone when coupled with the other." He's rambling and it's kind of adorable, watching as he tries to collect his thoughts. "I had a great time at dinner last night and I absolutely adore your children, they are very well behaved."
 
   "Thank you Bentley," she smiled at him, proud of her little monsters for their decent table manners. "It was very nice of you to invite us; I know the kids had a lot of fun. Peyton wanted to skip school today so she could come get to work on decorating your office."
 
   Bentley laughed and it was a wonderful sound; he looked young and carefree, his eyes glowing a wonderful shade of green. A small giggle escaped Caisey and he looked at her happily, seemingly more comfortable than he had been just a couple of minutes ago. "Caisey I was wondering if you might accompany me to dinner this evening and perhaps a movie afterwards?" Did Bentley Carson just ask me out?
 
   "I would love that, Bentley." Did I just accept!?
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   Caisey stood in front of the bathroom mirror, applying mousse to her waves and trying to make them fall into sort of a neat order instead of the knotted, chaotic mess that they normally were. Cayden and Peyton were downstairs with Lincoln, watching baseball, and she was thankful he hadn’t given her trouble when she asked him to watch the kids for her. Oh my God, I have a date with Bentley. The thought made her heart race and she had to take a few calming breaths before she could continue getting ready. The way she’d had to every five minutes for the past hour.
 
   Caisey gave up on her hair and brushed her teeth before applying her lipstick and surveying herself in the mirror. Okay, that would just have to be good enough; if she stayed in here too much longer she would just end up freaking out—besides, he would be here any minute. Oh God, breathe. She found the kids downstairs, right where she’d left them, and Cayden discarded his army men to give her a hug. “You look pretty, mommy.”
 
   “Thank you, baby. Mommy's going to go out for a little while and Papa's going to put you to bed tonight okay," she asked, squatting to kiss both his cheeks and reciprocate the hug.
 
   "Are you going on a date with Dr. Bentley,” Peyton asked, sitting aside her Babies and eyeing her mother skeptically.
 
   "Yes, I'm going out with Dr. Bentley,” she responded nervously, but when Petyon smiled so did Caisey. Right on time, there was a knock on the door and Lincoln muted the TV—turning to look at Caisey with an uncharacteristic smile under his moustache.
 
   “You look beautiful, Caisey,” he complimented and she blushed a bit. The form fitting, black sweater dress she’d picked out was a little shorter than something she would normally wear—it stopped about mid-thigh—and coupled with a pair of knee high boots, she’d contemplated it’s status somewhere between slutty and classy. In the end pantyhose had made the difference and now, with her father’s permission, she was confident that she’d made the right choice. Okay, maybe she'd gone a little overboard, but it felt nice to do her make up and get dressed up to go out on a date. She’d never done the date thing with Matt, so it was completely new and exciting; she just hoped that neither of them left the movie tonight regretting their decision.
 
   Caisey’s heart rate went into overdrive when Bentley knocked again and she hurried to answer it, Cayden and Peyton quickly outrunning her to be the first to answer. “Hello, is your mother home,” she heard Bentley asked politely and the kids pulled him inside, one hellion latched to each arm. Caisey had never known the effect that she had on Bentley, until he came into view and immediately stopped in his tracks. “Wow,” he breathed, his eyes wandering her body. His lips remained parted, his breathing slightly escalated, and it made her blood boil to watch him devouring her with his eyes. No one had ever looked at her the way that he did in that moment and it was a completely hedonistic experience.
 
   "Are you ready to go," she asked him, her voice a little shakey, when she remembered her children’s watchful eyes and her father’s stubborn stare. Thirty seconds ago she would have sworn he liked Bentley, but he definitely didn’t appreciate the way he was eyeing his daughter—no matter how old she was.
 
   "Umm yes," he grinned, recovering his sanity after a moment of weakness. "Give me one second," he excused himself politely and headed back out the front door. He returned a moment later with a small white box in his hands and a single long stemmed, red rose. Bentley handed her the rose with a flourish that made her giggle and kissed the back of her hand sweetly—he was definitely going all out. “I come baring gifts.”
 
   Opening the white box, Bentley produced a powder pink corsage and slipped the band around Peyton's wrist. She smiled brightly at him and examined the delicate flower petals, “it’s beautiful.” Peyton hugged him, thanking him for the gift, and Caisey was happy to see that approval had returned to her old man’s face.
 
   "What about me," Cayden asked, his tone a little pushy and impatient.
 
   “Cayden,” Caisey scolded in a hushed tone but Bentley didn’t seem to mind.
 
   “For you, little man,” he reached back into the box and pulled out a blue boutonniere, setting the box aside to kneel in front of Cayden and pin it to his shirt. “For you, I came with the intention of asking the man of the house if I could accompany his mother to dinner.”
 
   Cayden chest puffed out a little and he grinned, proudly, his adoration for Bentley evident in his eyes. “I think that’s okay,” Cayden responded and everyone laughed, the earlier awkwardness forgotten.
 
   “Okay, that’s enough. Say goodnight to Bentley, you two,” Caisey told them and they each took turns hugging him. Bentley hugged them each in turn and stood, offering Caisey his hand, and she had to take a few steadying breaths as she slipped her hand into his.
 
   “Thank you Lincoln, I’ll have her back after the movie,” he assured him and Lincoln grunted his response, causing her to roll her eyes. "Are you ready Caisey?" She kissed each of her kids once more then followed him out the door.
 
   "That was very sweet of you," Caisey told him a few moments later, sniffing her rose as he backed out of the driveway. “Neither of my kids will take those flowers off for at least a week.”
 
   "I'm glad that they liked them so much, I didn't want them to feel left out,” he responded sweetly and Caisey was actually pretty sure she swooned. “Haven't your other dates ever done something for your kids when they took you out?"
 
   Caisey couldn’t stop the unattractive snort that escaped and Bentley looked simultaneously amused and confused by her response. "I haven't had any other suitors; actually I'm pleasantly surprised that my kids responded so well to me having a date, they've never had to contend with something like this before."
 
   "Well Caisey I sincerely hope that they never have to contend with anything, at least when it comes to me. I enjoy spending time with you and, if things go well this evening, I hope to see more of your outside of work. I know that it's a sensitive situation for you so I hope that you enjoy yourself and want to see me again after tonight."
 
   The honesty caught her off guard but she liked it. A silent moment passed between them and Caisey wondered if she’d fallen into some parallel universe where a man like Bentley Carson could not only find her attractive but also admittedly adores her kids. Surely that had to be it. She’d only been back in Conflict for two weeks and men don’t just lay it all on the line for a girl he’s known for a week… right?
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   They were a couple of miles out of town when Bentley turned off the main road and onto a long gravel driveway. As the road curved through a thick, green forest, Caisey realized she hadn’t actually asked where they were going. Now she had to wonder if he might be some sort of serial killer or something. Don’t be ridiculous Caisey, your father sells wood chippers—nobody is trying to kill you… he wouldn’t dare. “Umm Bentley, where are we going,” she finally asked as they approached an already opening garage door.
 
   "Well, all afternoon I thought about where to take you. I knew that we couldn't go to Boston if you were going to be home at a decent time, plus I assumed that you wouldn't want to be too far away for what I assume is the first time you've left your kids since you've been in town. We both know that Conflict's supply of ambiance is limited at best, so I decided to make you dinner herself." Bentley was rambling and it was sort of adorable. He put the car in park and killed the engine, the overhead lights in the garage kicked on automatically as the door slid closed behind them. "Don't open your door," he insisted, climbing out to walk around and open the passenger door for her. This man cannot be real.
 
   "This is quite the garage," Caisey complimented, looking around at the black granite flooring and shiny silver shelves, as he took her hand and led her towards a side door.
 
   "Thank you," he grinned, obviously proud. "I like anything high tech, it's one of the reasons I bought this garage."
 
   "You bought the garage, like separately from the rest of the house," she asked, confused. Bentley nodded in response and she tried to absorb that; apparently there was money to be made in medicine—even in a small town. Money was never something Caisey had and it wasn’t something she aspired for, but even if she had money she couldn’t imagine splurging on a shiny garage just because the door and lights worked by themselves.
 
   The side door of the garage led into the entryway of Bentley's house, something she must have missed through the trees and cover of nightfall. He led her through the foyer, past the grand entryway and the front door, into the kitchen. It took her a second to adjust once they entered the kitchen, took her a second to realize that she hadn't died on their way there because this kitchen was like a dream. A dream kitchen to match the dream man… maybe you really are dead?
 
   White granite countertops and stainless steel appliances filled the room in front of her. The cabinets were made of some type of red wood and the floors were spotless white tile. Caisey had no doubts that her kids could turn this place into a pig sty before they even got out of the car—they were that good. Bentley pulled her towards the island and she took a seat on one of the barstools, watching the graceful way he moved as he headed to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of wine. “Would you like a glass?”
 
   "Please," she smiled politely, watching him again as he retrieved two wine glasses from a cabinet to the left of the fridge and a cork screw from one of the drawers. He opened the bottle easily and poured them each a glass, placing hers on the bar in front of her, and waited for her to taste it. Taking the hint, she took a slow sip, letting the cool chill of the wine calm her nerves and make her brave.
 
   "You are lovely Caisey," Bentley commented fondly. She opened her eyes to find him watching her, his gaze hungry, over the brim of his own glass and her cheeks heated once more. "Especially when you blush." Without waiting for a response, he crossed the room and removed his jacket to hang on a coat rack in the corner of the room. He punched something into a touchscreen panel installed on the side of the fridge and soft acoustic music began to play from speakers she couldn’t spot. Bentley hadn't been lying; he likes technology.
 
   Caisey took another sip from her wine, unsure what else do to with her hands, and Bentley moved to open the fridge once more, removing ingredients and setting them on the adjacent countertop. "What are you making for me, Chef Carson?"
 
   Bentley turned a crooked grin towards her, enjoying her teasing. “Chicken penne okay with you?” Caisey nodded appreciatively, her mouthwatering at the prospect of delicious pasta, and took another drink of the sweet Moscato. Her glass was almost empty now and she knew she needed to slow down, she didn’t want to make a bad impression on him so early in the evening.
 
   She enjoyed watching him work in the kitchen, he was meticulous as he arranged his workstation and started cooking for them. While he cooked, they talked. Caisey learned that Bentley's an only child and that his parents had passed away when he was 17. Jennifer, Alex, Dylan—Liz’s husband—and Melanie were his only living relatives. In turn, she told him about Matt and explained that he had been her only real relationship. He found that surprising even though he’d only had a handful of relationships himself.
 
   They ate dinner on the living room floor, using pillows to support their plates, and enjoyed Bentley’s fireplace. He lay on his side, propped up on his elbow, and Caisey laughed as he told her a story about the time he tried to pass as a band manager in college to sneak backstage at a rock concert. "Are you finished," he asked, when she finally stopped laughing, standing and holding out a hand for the empty plate.
 
   "Yes, thank you. It was amazing," she smiled at him and handed him her dirty dishes. As he walked away, Caisey stretched her limbs lazily and looked around the living room. There weren't many personal items, no photos or diplomas, but there were books. Floor to ceiling bookshelves lined two of the walls and were jam packed with books of every size, color and genre. Climbing too her feet, she skimmed the titles and was happy to find Bentley had a very eclectic taste in literature. She hadn’t had much time to read in the past seven years but when she did manage to find free time, reading was a particularly favorite hobby.
 
   "Ah, you found my vice," his golden voice came from behind, surprising her and making her feel as though she’d just been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. She turned and smiled sheepishly, accepting the glass of sparkling water that he offered.
 
   "How are these arranged," Caisey asked curiously, after failing to discern any predictable pattern in his system.
 
   Bentley took a sip from his own water and looked a little embarrassed. “They’re arranged by year of publication—original publication, of course—and then by personal preference within that period.”
 
   Caisey repressed a laugh but he didn’t looked convinced, “I’m sorry, that’s just very… unique. How do you keep them all in order?”
 
   “I’ve always had a brain for books,” he shrugged.
 
   “And the Dewey Decimal System just wouldn’t do,” she teased.
 
   "The Dewey Decimal System is completely ineffective when it-" Caisey leaned up on her tiptoes and placed a soft kiss on his lips, effectively ending his train of thought as he stopped talking and kissed her back. He deepened the kiss and she moaned softly as one of his hands found the dip in her lower back. His free hand reached out to sit down his glass then took hers and repeated the motion, obviously comfortable with the layout of the house. With both hands free, he cradled her head and she wrapped her arms around his neck as he continued to kiss her. The tip of his tongue seductively traced her lips, asking for entrance, and she complied—allowing his tongue to find hers in an arousing exchange.
 
   Bentley ran his hand up her back, sliding the other from the back of her head to the side of her neck, and she slowly released her grip on him. “Jesus Caisey,” he let out a breathy sigh, breaking their kiss and resting his forehead against hers. She opened her eyes and giggled, enjoying the twinkle that had taken hold in his green eyes. “You’re going to kill me, woman.”
 
   "Sorry, you were just very cute the way that you got all nerdy and OCD about your books," she teased him, biting her bottom lip and repressing the urge to start grinning.
 
   He shook his head and chuckled, stroking her cheek with his thumb before taking her hand in his. "Let's go sex kitten, we're going to miss our movie."
 
   …
 
   Caisey had never been to a drive in before, a fact that Bentley had found appalling. They parked in the back row of the parking lot, the middle console of Bentley’s car raised so that he could wrap his arm around her while they watched Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho—another first. She found it hard to believe this was considered scary but at least she could understand why Bentley enjoyed Hitchcock films so much 
 
   "Popcorn," he asked, offering her the small paper bag they'd picked up at the concession stand before the movie started.
 
   "Thank you," she smiled, accepting a handful and popping it into her mouth as he placed the bag back between his parted legs, used his free hand to do the same. He hadn't moved his arm from around her shoulders since they arrived and it excited her—like a teenager on their first date.
 
   "I love this part," Bentley commented, his voice almost a whisper as he sat up a little straighter and pointed at the screen. Several characters sat around a table in a police interrogation room, discussing Norman Bates and his mother. “This is the part where Hitchcock boils it all down for you and explain what you’d missed the whole time. Honestly, the man’s a genius.” Caisey smiled fondly at Bentley and nodded, turning her attention back to the screen to watch the finale.
 
   "I can see what all of the fuss is about; you may turn me into a Hitchcock fan yet," Caisey told him as the end credits began and the stadium lights started to come back on around the parking lot.
 
   "Exactly what I wanted to hear," Bentley smiled, sitting up in his seat and reluctantly pulling his arm away to start the car as the few other residents who'd ventured out to enjoy the black and white film began to clear the lot. "Are you ready to go home?" Home, oh yeah; Caisey groaned, remembering that she and Peyton had made plans with Melanie and Jennifer for tomorrow. Bentley laughed and reached over, tucking a strand of my hair back behind her ear, "I'm sure Melanie and Jennifer will take it easy on your tomorrow."
 
   He was teasing, but once again his uncanny ability to read her mind caught her off guard. On the drive over, Caisey noticed how his lips often curled up in one corner when he was teasing her, creating a sexy crooked grin and it always made her want to kiss him again. "Doubtful,” she responded, trying to distract herself. “What's worse is that Peyton will love every moment of it," Caisey huffed, stretching her arms and legs lazily before pulling on her seatbelt. It was, unfortunately, time for Bentley to take her home to her sleeping babies.
 
   "Melanie is really excited; Dallas has been texting me all day about how she’s driving him crazy,” Bentley told her with an admiring laugh. "I think the only person more excited than Melanie would be Aunt Jenn. Alex works a lot of weekends at the hospital and I think she gets kind of lonely now that her kids are all grown up."
 
   When they pulled up in front of Lincoln's house all of the lights were off, except for the porch light and the faint glow in the upstairs window from her children's SpongeBob night light. It wasn't very late, earlier than she might have expected to be home at least, but Lincoln and Cayden had an early morning tomorrow so they'd probably been in bed for a while now. Caisey waited patiently as Bentley walked around to open her door, it was sort of a pattern now and she had to assume that he enjoyed doing it, and allowed him to hold her hand while he walked her to the door.
 
   "I had a really nice time tonight Bentley, thank you," she smiled, finding her house key in the side pocket of her purse and slid it into the lock. She left the keys hanging there for a moment, turning back to face him and hoping that if she stalled a little longer he would kiss her again.
 
   Bentley took the hint, stepping closer and placing his hand on the small of her back, pulling her body against his. He ducked his head and pressed his lips against hers; it was soft, sweet and addictive. Just like before, Caisey felt the hum of electricity beneath her skin and she wondered if he felt it to. The tip of Bentley’s tongue touched her lips and she parted them slightly, allowing him entrance as he deepened their kiss.
 
   As her hands snaked up around Bentley's broad shoulders, the front door was pulled open and they parted quickly—like two teenagers caught making out on the front porch. Peyton stood inside the door wearing a princess nightgown, her waves hanging long and loose like her mom’s, beside Cayden in his power rangers tee shirt. “It’s about time,” Peyton informed them sternly, folding her arms across her chest with more attitude than Caisey really appreciated.
 
   "I'm very sorry Miss Peyton, I didn't realize how late it had gotten," Bentley explained, playing along. Caisey looked to Cayden, who was rubbing his eyes—his curls more wild than normal, he’d obviously been asleep.
 
   "Well don't make a habit of it," she stated, opening her arms for Bentley to pick her up. Bentley complied without any hesitation and Caisey knew that Lincoln was behind this. Cayden followed his sister’s lead, opening his arms to Caisey for him to pick her up. They were both too big for this—Peyton obviously more so than her brother—but Caisey wouldn’t argue with a chance to hold her growing babies a little while longer. Her son laid his head on her shoulder and began to fall back asleep while Peyton wrapped her arms around Bentley’s neck, looking as if she weren’t far behind.
 
   Caisey nodded her head towards the stairwell and motioned for Bentley to follow her as she quietly made her way through the house, careful not to wake Lincoln. Gently, in the way that had become a second nature to her in the past sever years, she lay Cayden on the toddler bed that Lincoln had managed to squeeze into the too small room, pulling his rocket ship comforter up over his bare legs and smoothed his hair out of his face.
 
   When she turned around, Bentley was leaning against the door frame watching her, Peyton fast asleep in his arms. She pointed to the twin size air mattress Peyton had been using and watched as Bentley lay her down, tucking her legs under the covers and sliding her teddy bear into her arms just as she rolled onto her side and sighed. He’s a natural, she smiled to herself.
 
   Back downstairs, Caisey walked Bentley to the door and he kissed her again, this time more chaste than the last. "I'm sorry about that; this is my first time—"
 
   "No, please don't apologize to me, Caisey. I completely understand and I'm sure that it's difficult for your kids to wrap their heads around you dating," he was so sweet, so sincere and understanding. Honestly, it was more than a little shocking to know that her first date since Matt could be with someone so different and so completely empathetic to her situation. "Hey, don't cry," Bentley whispered softly, his thumb stroking the curve of her cheek and spreading moisture over her skin.
 
   She sniffed and wiped at her cheeks with the back of her hand, embarrassed; she hadn't realized she'd started crying. Bentley wrapped his arms around her and hugged her to his chest, kissing the top of her head tenderly. "I don't know why I'm crying," Caisey half laughed and admitted lamely. "What a great way to end our date."
 
   "It is a perfect way to end our date," Bentley contradicted and she could hear the smile in his voice. "I had a wonderful evening and then I got to help put your wonderful kids to bed, there couldn't have been a better ending to tonight."
 
   "Thank you Bentley," Caisey whispered, hugging him a little tighter.
 
   He pulled back to look into her eyes, confused, "for what?"
 
   "For being so wonderful; for being you,” she responded, leaning up to kiss him once more.
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   Peyton woke her the next morning before the alarm had gone off, already dressed in jeans and the purple sweater that they'd picked out yesterday afternoon. She had toothpaste on her lips and a smile on her face, "mommy, you have to get up; it's time to go shopping!"
 
   "Peyton baby, what time is it," Caisey asked, stretching her legs and trying to rub the sleep from her eyes. Peyton handed Caisey her cell phone and she groaned, 8:45 in the morning was simply too early for a Saturday. A waiting text from Melanie reminded her that they'd be picking them up at 9:30 and decided it was just fifteen more minutes of sleep, it wouldn’t actually do any good.
 
   She settled Peyton in front of the television with a bowl of cereal and her cartoons before setting the coffee maker to brew and heading back upstairs to get herself ready. She brushed her teeth and washed her face, trying in vain to wake herself up a little bit. Deciding on an outfit, Caisey dressed in her favorite pair of jeans and a Cashmere sweater her mom had gotten her last Christmas. When she slipped on a pair of tennis shoes, Caisey gave them a silent sorry for the hell that Melanie was sure to put them through later.
 
   Not yet awake enough to care, Caisey secured half her hair with bobby pins to keep it out of her face, leaving the rest to fall in thick waves against her back. She applied a touch of makeup and headed back downstairs—9:22. Perfect timing.
 
   "Love bug, time to get your shoes on," she called to Peyton, retrieving a travel mug from the cabinet and preparing a cup of coffee. Peyton barreled into the kitchen excitedly, standing on her tip toes to put her dishes in the sink before heading back to the foyer to put on her shoes.
 
   At 9:30 on the dot Jennifer's silver Subaru pulled into the driveway and Caisey watched her daughter fly out the front door like a bat out of hell, leaving her behind to grab her booster seat and book bag. She shook my head in amusement, grabbing their things off the dinner table and following Peyton out the door.
 
   "Good morning Caisey," Jennifer smiled cheerfully as Caisey opened the back door and strapped Peyton in, climbing into the seat beside her and shutting the car door.
 
   "Good morning Jennifer, Melanie."
 
   "We're just going to pick up Liz and then we'll be on our way. Are you excited Peyton," Melanie explained, directing her question asked over her shoulder. Peyton grinned and nodded in response.
 
   Jennifer drove in comfortable silence as Melanie told Peyton about all of the different stores they were going to go to—Peyton had been to the same mall before but this was all so new and excited that she didn’t seem to recall that. Caisey yawned and caught a teasing wink from Jennifer in the rearview mirror; when she opened her mouth to apologize, Peyton beat her to it. "Mommy was up past bed time last night," Peyton explained and everyone laughed. "She was kissing Doctor Bentley." Melanie's head whipped around and Caisey froze, unsure how to react. The little turd ratted me out!
 
    
 
   They pulled up outside Liz’s house and she was waiting outside, sliding easily into the empty seat beside Peyton. Nobody mentioned what Peyton had revealed for several long minutes, as Jennifer headed towards the Highway and they made their way out of town. Instead, Peyton and Liz talked excitedly about shopping and Caisey sat quietly, hoping to avoid being called back up on Melanie's radar. They'd been on the highway for about ten minutes when Peyton’s excitement got the better of her and she dozed off, leaving Caisey to defend herself against the wolves.
 
   "Liz, update—Peyton says that Caisey was up past her bedtime last night, kissing Doctor Bentley!" Caisey groaned and dropped her face into her hands as Melanie gave a hurried update and Liz's head snapped sideways to look at her.
 
   "Ohmygod," Liz breathed, all three words rushed into one, sounding much more like Melanie than she ever had before. "I knew it; the first time you came by the Daycare I told Jennifer that you two were so meant for each other."
 
   Caisey could feel her cheeks heating under their watchful eyes as she tried to play it off, rolling her eyes and shaking her head at them. "It was one date you guys, you're blowing it out of proportion over one kiss."
 
   "Peyton did not make it sound like one kiss," Melanie chimed, obviously not prepared to let it go.
 
   "How did Peyton know you were kissing Doctor Bentley," Jennifer asked, surprising Caisey that she was willing to take a part in this.
 
   "Jennifer," she squeaked, causing the three of them to laugh.
 
   "Caisey, this is the woman who wanted to make sure that her son treated me right after everyone found out we were…" Liz paused, looking at Peyton, then raised her eyebrows suggestively.
 
   Oh my god. "TMI Liz, TMI," Melanie squealed from the front seat and Caisey laughed, happy to be forgotten for someone else's mortification.
 
   "You're not forgotten, spill," Liz interjected, reading her mind. Caisey took a breath, rolled her eyes, and told them about their date.
 
    
 
   



 
  



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _Toc443169466]CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   By the time they got to Port Angeles Caisey was feeling a little more enthused and she couldn't keep her mind off of Bentley. Talking about him, giving the other girls all the details of their date, she was feeling like a bubbly teenager. It was a saddened realization that Matt had never made her feel that way, but she wouldn't ruin her day with thoughts of him.
 
   Peyton was wide eyed and giggling as she walked towards the mall, one hand held tightly to Caisey's and the other to Melanie's hand. "Mommy look," Peyton squealed the second they'd walked through the front doors. Her tiny finger poked out as she giggled at the window display of tiny puppies tripping over each other.
 
   "Oh I don't think so, bug," she laughed, half amused and half serious, shaking her head at her daughter. She pouted and Caisey raised an eyebrow at her, causing her to lose her attitude. "MAYBE when we get our own house we can look at getting a puppy for you and bubby, but Papa would freak if we brought one to stay with him."
 
   "No he wouldn't mommy, Papa loves me. He would never get mad at me," she gave Caisey her biggest smile and she laughed, putting her hand on the top of her daughter’s head and guiding her behind the Carson women.
 
   Their first stop was a small boutique, probably locally owned, named Misty's. It was very glamorous, much more so than anywhere Caisey would normally shop, but Melanie was obviously a regular there. "Hello Melanie," the tall blonde behind the counter greeted them in a prissy tone. "Oh you've brought a guest." Phony.
 
   "Hello Devin, you remember my sister-in-law Elizabeth and my mother Jennifer," Melanie introduced and Devin smiled at them. "This is my cousin Bentley's girlfriend, Caisey, and her daughter Peyton." Caisey felt the surprise that crossed her face as her eyes snapped to a grinning Melanie and then a tightly smiling Devin.
 
   Melanie led them to the back of the store, towards the shoes, and away from Devin before she giggled. Jennifer gave her a scolding look, "Melanie that was not very nice."
 
   "Oh mom, loosen up; the look on her face was priceless," Melanie grinned and Caisey rolled her eyes at her while Liz and Peyton walked over to look at the children's shoes.
 
   "Who was that and why did you tell her I was Bentley's girlfriend?"
 
   Melanie rolled her eyes at her and began scanning the shoe racks nonchalantly. "Because you practically are and you know it, why prolong the inevitable," she was so sure of herself. "That's Devin; she's been after my cousin for years, especially since he moved to Conflict. She's his… she's an old friend," Melanie corrected herself and Jennifer gave her a concerned look over the racks.
 
   "Oh Caisey look at this," Liz squealed, drawing her attention away from the awkward exchange. Peyton stood there in a pair of shiny black and white dress shoes with two baby pink bows positioned at the heel of each foot. "She looks so pretty, she has to have them!" Caisey grimaced inwardly, thinking about the inevitable price tag, before Liz shook her head, "I'm buying them for her. No arguments! I want to spoil her!"
 
   Jenn chuckled and placed a caring hand on Caisey’s shoulder, "honestly Caisey, we Carson women are a force to be reckoned with. As my husband says, ‘just smile and agree;’ your life will be so much easier." She winked at her and Caisey laughed.
 
   Caisey managed to find a pale purple discount sweater that she liked by the time the other girls were ready to go. As they started towards the checkout counter, where a still fuming Devin waited, Caisey caught site of all the items that Jennifer, Melanie, and Liz were carrying in Peyton’s size. "Peyton Marie," she scolded quietly. "Did you ask them for those things?"
 
   "No momma, they wanted to buy me stuff," she said honestly before surveying her loot. Caisey rolled her eyes; her daughter’s love for new clothes and things definitely came from her father.
 
   "Oh Melanie you finally got it," Devin squealed over the slate black credit card Melanie handed her. She nodded, her face a little smug, and Caisey looked to Jennifer—confused.
 
   "Melanie only just changed her name a few weeks ago and just got her new credit card," Jenn explained.
 
   "She's an Andrews now," Elizabeth joined the conversation proudly.
 
   After a few more store, they got manicures and pedicures and Peyton was beyond words when she agreed to her get her nails and toes painted with the rest of them. She was too young for a real pedicure but she was still allowed to stick her feet in the water and giggled when the woman massaged her tiny feet.
 
   "So how do you like your new school Peyton," Melanie asked as they held their hands under the black light to let the chemicals harden, or whatever they were supposed to do.
 
   "I like it very much, Miss Mallory is nice," she nodded politely. Melanie and Peyton continued talking, Liz chiming in occasionally while they talked about the other kids in the class.
 
   “Caisey, are you planning to buy a house or are you looking for something to rent," Jennifer asked conversationally.
 
   "Well I think I'll end up renting, just because everything's so up in the air right now. I would love to buy, I think it'd be good for the kids to have some roots down, but the divorce pretty much took every penny that I had so I need to build up our savings a little more before I can even think about moving out of Poor Lincoln's."
 
   "Oh nonsense, Lincoln loves having you guys around. He was always talking about the kids before you moved here, I'm sure that he loves hearing little footsteps in the house again," she smiled sweetly at her. "If Lincoln ever needs a break, Alex and I would be more than happy—"
 
   "Good God woman, you're getting creepy; someday, okay. Someday you will have grandchildren, quit trying to steal other people's kids." Elizabeth and Caisey chuckled at Melanie’s outburst but Jennifer looked cross.
 
   "Thank you, Jenn," she placed a manicured hand on top of hers kindly. "That's a very sweet offer and I'm sure that they would love to visit you sometime." Jennifer smiled cheerfully and then started a conversation with Elizabeth about wanting to redecorate Bentley's office, which caused Peyton to giggle.
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   "Caisey, you're not really into this are you," Melanie asked after they finished up at their third store.
 
   She looked at her group to realize they were all watching her play with a loose string on her shirt. "I'm sorry guys," she flushed, guilty. "Shopping's not really my thing. I was actually really wanted to stop by the book store—"
 
   "Well why don't you go," Liz offered kindly, holding out her hand for the few shopping bags that Caisey carried. "Leave Peyton with us and we'll meet at the restaurant in like an hour and a half."
 
   "I don't know," she hesitated, never having been one to pawn her kids off on others.
 
   "You should go," Jennifer insisted, scooping Peyton up into her arms as Liz snatched Caisey's bags. She chuckled and conceded, kissing her daughter good bye and thanking her new friends.
 
   It took about twenty minutes for Caisey to find the most decent of the few bookstores that Port Angeles had to offer. It was not very well stocked but it was still a better selection than the Conflict library carried. She nodded politely to the teenage girl talking on her phone behind the counter who ignored her presence and continued her conversation.
 
   Caisey strolled down the aisles of old books, relishing the musty old books and feeling more relaxed than she had in a long while. She found a lightly used copy of Wuthering Heights, one of her favorite books, and decided to purchase it since her own copy was practically falling apart from having been read so many times.
 
   Not wanting to disturb the young clerk, and with time still to kill, Caisey found a small table in the stacks where she sat to get lost in her book.
 
   Caisey wasn't sure how much time had passed when she heard someone clear their throat and she looked up to find Bentley standing in front of her. "Howdy Stranger," he grinned at her, his hands tucked in the pockets of his charcoal overcoat.
 
   She smiled self consciously, suddenly wondering what she looked like compared to him.
 
   "Is this seat taken," he asked, pointing to the chair across from her. She nodded dumbly and sat up a little straighter in her chair. "I thought you were having a shopping day with everyone today?"
 
   "I was—I mean, I am—shopping's not really my thing so I snuck off to find a bookstore, I'm supposed to meet them for lunch soon."
 
   "I see, you didn't really seem like the shopping kind of girl to me."
 
   "What kind of girl did I seem," she asked him, leaning closer to him across the table.
 
   "Like the kind of girl who ditches shopping to sit in a dusty old bookstore reading used books," he teased and she blushed. "That's a lovely shade on you," his comment only deepened the color of her cheeks. "Let me escort you to lunch," he stated, standing and offering her his hand to help her stand.
 
   Caisey held on to Bentley's hand as they walked down the street to meet Jennifer and the girls. He was telling her about his morning, how he ended up in Port Angeles to meet with an old friend. Maybe she was imagining things, but his tone is a little less upbeat than someone who just met with an old friend. It spiked her curiosity but she kept it to herself, not wanting to overstep her bounds.
 
   When they finally reached their destination, everyone was walking out the door of the restaurant. "Mommy," Peyton calls, releasing Jennifer's hand and running towards Caisey; she scooped her up in her arms and give her daughter a hug.
 
   "Look what the cat dragged in," Melanie teased her cousin as they approached.
 
   "Nice to see you too Melanie," he retorted jokingly. "I was in town meeting someone, thought I'd stop by the bookstore and I found this ole thing hiding in the shelves." He gave Caisey a wink and she stuck her tongue out at him playfully, realizing she was in a much better mood than she had been earlier today.
 
   "Mommy, I had ravioli for lunch but not like the canned stuff grandpa makes… this was crunchy and there was no sauce," she made a disgusted face and Caisey laughed accordingly.
 
   "We tried to wait for you," Jennifer interjected guiltily. "It just we were really hungry and—"
 
   "Oh that's okay; I wasn't really that hungry anyways."
 
   Bentley eyed her skeptically, "I really think that you should eat."
 
   Caisey raised an eyebrow at him, "I'll be fine; thank you for the concern, but I can just grab a sandwich when we get home."
 
   "Why don't you take her to lunch," Elizabeth offered.
 
   "Oh what a great idea," Jennifer said excitedly. "We will take Peyton home with us and you can pick her up from our house when you get back to Conflict?"
 
   Caisey hesitated, chewing on her bottom lip and looking up to Bentley for some clue as to what he was thinking. She wanted to spend more time with him, but she didn't want to intrude on his afternoon; maybe he had plans and didn't expect to head back to Conflict so soon. Peyton smiled brightly at Jennifer and then looked back to Caisey, waiting for affirmation. "I don't know, I'm sure that Bentley—"
 
   "Would love to take you to lunch," he finished her sentence and gave Caisey an encouraging smile.
 
   "Are you sure? I don't want to impose on your plans for the afternoon."
 
   "Nonsense, I'd be more than happy to take you to lunch and then drop you and Peyton back off at Lincoln's."
 
   "Okay," she conceded, causing Peyton to hug her excitedly and wiggle out of Caisey's arms to join hands with Jennifer once more. "You have my cell phone number and Lincoln's in case anything happens, right?"
 
   "Of course," Jennifer waved her hand dismissively. "My husband's a Doctor darling; you have nothing to worry about."
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   Caisey and Bentley sat at a private table towards the back of the restaurant, away from most of the other early diners. Their waitress served their drinks and took their orders before excusing herself to the front of the restaurant to seat a new customer.
 
   "I've never eaten here before, is it any good," Caisey asked conversationally.
 
   "This is actually one of Jennifer's favorite restaurants so I've eaten here quite a bit over the years, it's never disappointed."
 
   "That's good," she replied, taking a sip from her coke and enjoying the cool tingle as it slid down her throat. "Oh, by the way, I ran into an old friend of yours as well today."
 
   Caisey wasn't sure if she imagined the way that Bentley's shoulders tensed slightly as she spoke. "Oh, who?"
 
   "I believe her name Devin… she seemed pretty pissed when Melanie introduced me as your girlfriend."
 
   He chuckled and she blushed when she realized what she'd just said. "Girlfriend, huh? Yeah, I'm sure she was quite surprised… that makes sense then."
 
   "What does," she asked, taking another sip to busy her hands. Why did she suddenly feel so stiff and awkward around Bentley? Something was off, different.
 
   "Well, considering you're my girlfriend now," he gave her a teasing wink and she felt her cheeks heat with embarrassment. "I guess that you should know… the old friend that I met with today, the reason that I know Devin, is my ex-wife—Jaclyn... Devin is her cousin. She always had a crush on me but it got a little more serious after I moved back to Conflict."
 
   "Oh," Caisey stated, shocked by his confession. "I'm sorry to hear that…."
 
   "I know, I should have mentioned it before but I didn't want to scare you away. We just got married so young and— are you laughing at me?"
 
   Caisey placed her hand over her mouth and shook her head, trying to hide her amused giggles as they bubbled up between her lips. "No, not at all," she laughed.
 
   "I do believe you are Miss Groves," he grinned and she let out a loud laugh in response.
 
   "I'm sorry, I just find it amusing that you're apologizing for having an ex-wife… to me… apologizing to me for having a past." She couldn't contain her laughter and, as her words sank in, Bentley found the humor in their situation, his own laughter spilling out.
 
   "Yeah, I guess I am," he laughed.
 
   "I'm sorry," she wiped a few stray tears from her eyes and straightened herself in her seat. "Please, continue."
 
   Bentley chuckled, "Jaclyn and I have been divorced for about a year now, one of the reasons that I moved here from Seattle was actually to get some distance but she recently decided that she missed living in Boston and moved back to be closer to her parents."
 
   "Boston; I'm sorry, I thought you said you lived in Seattle," she asked, confused.
 
   "I…we did. I met Jaclyn in Boston one summer when I was in medical school. I came to visit my Aunt and Uncle for the summer, Dylan and I decided to head in to Boston for the weekend and I met Jaclyn. She was a waitress at a coffee shop near our hotel and Dylan invited her to hang out with us for the weekend. We did the long distance thing for a few months before she joined me in Seattle and we got married. I was naive, I thought I was in the love, but she just smelled money."
 
   "I'm sorry Bentley," Caisey said softly, leaning across the table and placing her hand on top of his comfortingly. He shrugged, but she could see the familiar look in his eyes… he'd been hurt, she understood the feeling.
 
   "Anyways, she played the supportive wife for a few years and then she got bored with sitting at home and shopping all day… she decided she wanted children. Unfortunately," he paused, his voice caught in his throat and he looked uncertain.
 
   "You couldn't have kids," she finished for him, he nodded sadly.
 
   "I had mumps when I was about 17, I've always known that I was probably sterile and Jaclyn knew before she married me… I guess when she got bored with her life, she decided a child would be her new play thing and we tried but I couldn't give her what she wanted so she went looking elsewhere. I caught her with one of my coworkers from the hospital. We divorced but now that she's back in Boston, she's been contacting me and trying to weasel her way to more money... I guess her divorce settlement has run out and she's hoping to play on my heart strings for more support." He finished his story and now it was Caisey's turn to blanch.
 
   "Oh Bentley, I'm so sorry—" he shook his head and she stopped, trying her best to keep the pity out of her eyes… pity eyes were the worst. "Honestly, I think you dodged a huge bullet not having kids. I know I'm completely heartless for saying that, and I love my kids, don't get me wrong, but it's not the easiest conversation to have when you have to explain that daddy won't be around anymore."
 
   Bentley chuckled. He didn't think it made her heartless, quite the opposite actually. Caisey's blatant honesty was one of the things that he adored about her. His Aunt Jennifer often spoke about Jaclyn in a manner that made him feel that she was trying to walk on eggshells and he never understood why, it had happened and he moved on. Besides Melanie, Caisey was the first person to talk about his situation in such a matter-of-fact way. "You're an amazing woman Caisey," the words slipped out before he could stop them. She blushed a deep shade of red and he couldn't help smirking at the effect he had on her.
 
   The waitress reappeared then and served their food, refilling their drinks. Caisey was head over heels with the mushroom ravioli that she'd ordered and the couple found themselves lapping easily into conversation as they ate and enjoyed each other's company.
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   The next few weeks seemed to fly by, Caisey and Bentley's days spent in the office and their nights generally spent at Lincoln's house with the kids. It was a comfortable routine they'd fallen into, Peyton enjoyed having Bentley around to help with her homework and Cayden generally got him to stay late enough for piggyback rides and bedtime stories.
 
   One night, while Lincoln was out with Cheryl and after Caisey had given the kids a bath and put them to bed, Bentley and Caisey were laying on the couch together watching a made for TV movie. Her fingers absently running through the ever-messy crop of copper hair on Bentley's head, Caisey was lost in the movie and Bentley was enjoying watching her. "I meant to tell you something," Bentley started, breaking the silence and pulling Caisey's focus from the television. "I was going through your employee file and realized there's a big event coming up," Caisey raised her eyebrows in confusion. "It's your birthday this weekend."
 
   "Oh God," she rolled her eyes and shifted her attention back to the TV, effectively ignoring him.
 
   "Caisey, what," he asked in good humor.
 
   "I don't acknowledge my birthday. It's just another day, marking the fact that I'm another year older. I don't see the point in that," she explained, not meeting his gaze.
 
   He chuckled, "well I wish I'd known that before I mentioned it to Melanie…"
 
   "You told Melanie!?" She sat up and hit pause on the remote control, now he had her attention. "What'd she say?"
 
   "That we're having a party at Jennifer and Alex's this weekend and that you," he tapped the edge of her nose and watched her brows crinkle with frustration, "are the guest of honor!"
 
   "Bentley," she whined, laying back down and throwing an arm over her eyes dramatically. He chuckled. "I hate birthday parties, the only time I even remotely enjoy birthday parties is when it's for my kids."
 
   "Come on," he lifted her arm and looked down into her eyes affectionately. "It'll be fun. There's no way that Jennifer Carson is going to throw a cheesy birthday party."
 
   …
 
   As they turned into the Carson's driveway, Caisey spotted two large bouquets of balloons framing the gate on the side of the house that led to the back yard. She groaned, balloons? So much for not cheesy. Bentley chuckled and reached across the console of his BMW to hold her hand, gently stroking her wrist with his thumb.
 
   "It will be fun," he reminded her and she rolled her eyes.
 
   "Mommy look! Balloons for your birthday!" Cayden called excitedly from the back seat.
 
   "I see that baby boy."
 
   "Will there be cake and presents too Mommy," Peyton asked.
 
   "I'm not sure baby girl, but we'll find out soon," she turned her head and smiled at her daughter affectionately.
 
   When they walked into the back yard Caisey was surprised to see how many people were there. Manning the barbecue grill was a handsome older gentleman with blond hair who slightly resembled Bentley, she could only assume that was his Uncle—Alex Carson. Alex was talking to a tall, thin man with shaggy blond hair. In his wrangler jeans and cowboy boots, Caisey inferred that this was Melanie's husband—Dallas. Sitting at the patio table were Elizabeth and Melanie, talking to Jennifer as she poured glasses of lemonade.
 
   "Bentley, Caisey!" A big booming voice called and a large bear of a man came running out of the backdoor. He was tall, taller than Bentley, and burly, but he wore the biggest grin that brought out his cherub like dimples. Without reservation, he scooped Caisey up in his arms and spun her around like a kid making her laugh out loud.
 
   "Dylan, put her down; we don't want to scare poor Caisey off!" Elizabeth called to her husband, shaking her head in exasperation.
 
   "My turn, my turn," Peyton said excitedly, jumping up and down with her hands in the air as Dylan put Caisey down and proceeded to pick up both of her kids, swinging them around in much the same fashion he had her.
 
   Bentley laughed as they both screamed before Dylan put them back on the ground. "Caisey, meet my exuberant cousin, Dylan Carson. He's the special one in the family," he grinned as his cousin stuck out his tongue .
 
   "Happy Birthday Caisey," Melanie smiled, skipping over to them and giving her a friendly hug. "I'd like to introduce you to my husband, Dallas Andrews." The blond boy in the cowboy boots stepped up beside her and offered Caisey his hand, kissing the back of her hand politely.
 
   "Pleasure to meet you ma'am," he said in a thick southern drawl.
 
   "Nice to meet you too," she blushed lightly.
 
   Peyton and Cayden followed Dylan over to the table to get lemonade from Liz and Jennifer, and took the opportunity to introduce Caisey to his Uncle. "Caisey, I would like you to meet my Uncle, Doctor Alex Carson."
 
   "It's nice to finally meet you Dr. Carson," Caisey took Alex's preferred hand.
 
   "Please Caisey, call me Alex. It's nice to meet the woman who has finally captured my nephews heart. Happy Birthday by the way," Caisey grinned at Bentley and he ran his hand through his disarray of copper hair in exasperation.
 
   "Okay, let's go see what Jennifer is up to." Alex chuckled as Bentley herded Caisey off to join the rest of his family.
 
   "Hello Hello," Lincoln Groves called as he and his girlfriend Cheryl walked in through the back gate with a wrapped gift in Lincoln's arms and a gift bag around Cheryl's wrist.
 
   "Welcome Lincoln, Cheryl," Alex called from the grill. "Please help yourselves to something to drink, steaks will be done soon."
 
   "Hi Alex, thank you," Cheryl responded, walking over to greet Jennifer and hug Caisey happy birthday.
 
   "I said no presents," Caisey scolded her father and he shrugged, passing her the box.
 
   "It was Cheryl's idea, blame her."
 
   Caisey laughed and hugged her father, "thank you dad, it was thoughtful."
 
   "You haven't even opened it yet, Caise," he countered and she rolled her eyes. "Hey, watch your sass."
 
   Alex finished cooking and they all sat around the table, enjoying the wonderful food and getting to know Caisey. It relaxing, not as celebratory as Caisey had originally thought it would be when she saw the balloons and for that she was thankful. She quickly learned that Dylan's excitable attitude extended to all points of his life and her kids greatly enjoyed it. Within an hour Caisey already felt as if she'd known him her whole life and she was instantly attracted to him as a big brother type of friend.
 
   "Presents," Melanie clapped excitedly as everyone finished their meal. Caisey groaned as she stood to help the other women clean the dishes but she was quickly shooed, Jennifer insisting it was her day and she should relax.
 
   "Melanie, I thought you promised no gifts," Caisey called after them and Dallas laughed.
 
   "Good luck with that one Darlin'."
 
   "I lied," Melanie responded, coming back through the door with a large gift bag, followed by Elizabeth and Jennifer each holding boxes wrapped in brightly colored birthday themed paper.
 
   "Mommy look! You get presents too this year!" Jennifer smiled sadly at Caisey at Peyton words and Caisey smiled, slightly embarrassed. Caisey never liked making a big deal of her birthday and that had always been just fine with Matt. She never thought anything of it until Jennifer's kind eyes met hers with a sense of sorrow.
 
   "I see that baby girl," Caisey smiled, patting her daughter's hand patiently.
 
   "I helped," Cayden spoke up from beside Bentley as Lincoln and Cheryl placed their gifts in front of Caisey, accompanied by the gifts from the Carson’s. Caisey gave him an approving smile and a wink and he grinned happily.
 
   Cheryl's gift bag included a beautiful dreamcatcher that she said had been handmade down on the reservation with a pair of comfortable looking blue house shoes that Caisey was grateful for, the wood floors at Lincoln's house were often freezing early in the morning and Caisey was the Queen of Lost Socks. "Did you pick these out," Caisey asked, holding up the house shoes. Cayden nodded and Caisey smiled, "thank you baby, I love them. Mommy needed these really bad."
 
   Next Caisey opened Lincoln's box to find a new digital camera and a purple photo album that Peyton explained she had helped pick out. Her old camera was practically a dinosaur and it would be nice to be able to take picture of the kids as they got closer to the holidays. Caisey thanked them both and put the gifts back in their respective packages. Jennifer handed her the next present, a beautiful blue cashmere sweater, much like the one her mother had given her. She ran her hand over the soft material and thanked them both profusely, telling them it was too much and only slightly relieved when they refused to take it back. It was a beautiful sweater and she couldn't wait to wear it.
 
   Elizabeth and Dylan were sweet enough to gift Caisey with a gift set of bath products and a gift certificate to a spa in Port Angeles that Liz referred to as an Emergency mommy kit. Cheryl laughed, "definitely wish I'd had one of those when my two rugrats were little."
 
   "Thank you Liz, that was so sweet of you."
 
   Melanie was a giggling fit as she handed over her gift bag and waited gleefully as Caisey removed the brightly colored tissue paper, eyeing Melanie skeptically. She reached her hand into the bag and wrapped her hand around something satin, pausing to look into the bag and felt her cheeks burn red hot. "What is it," Bentley asked.
 
   "You… suck…" Melanie cackled as Caisey refused to pull the set of satin pink and black lingerie from the bag.
 
   "There's more," Melanie said, handing over a gift card marked with a hot pink XXX.
 
   "Oh my God," Caisey groaned, thrusting the card into her bag as Lincoln cleared his throat uncomfortably and Bentley looked as if he was about to run for the hills as his glare landed on her boyfriend.
 
   "Melanie Jennifer Carson," Jennifer scolded and Elizabeth and Dylan burst into laughter alongside her.
 
   "What is it Mommy," Peyton asked.
 
   "Nothing pumpkin, it's empty. Miss Melanie was just trying to be funny," she lied, badly as Melanie shook with laughter.
 
   "Who wants cake," Alex asked, changing the subject as he got up and headed into the house, followed quickly by Jennifer.
 
   Caisey shuffled her other gifts onto the ground behind her and glared at Melanie as her parents reemerged from the house carrying a white frosted cake with two large 2-7 candles lit on top. "Happy Birthday to You," Jennifer started in a beautifully melodic voice and the others all joined in.
 
   "Happy Birthday Dear Mommy..Caisey.." they all finished and she smiled as she blew out her candles. Jennifer served the cake and Caisey's earlier embarrassment was pushed aside as she thanked her friends and enjoyed the sweets.
 
   "Oh my God Jennifer, this cake is amazing," she moved, licking the fluffy buttercream frosting from the corner of her mouth. "Seriously, I'm going to have dreams about this cake." Everyone laughed as Peyton and Cayden loudly proclaimed their mutual love for the cake as well.
 
   It was getting later and everyone was winding down when Caisey excused herself to use the restroom. "I'm going to take your gifts out to the car while you're gone," Bentley said, excusing himself from the group and leaving Lincoln to watch after her kids.
 
   Caisey came back from the bathroom to find everyone had taken seats around the fire pit that Alex was trying to light. There's an empty seat beside Bentley whose holding both of her sleepy children in his arms as they talk to him about him getting them a puppy. Caisey groans; it's a tirade that Peyton has been on since she saw them at the mall and she's gotten Cayden in on it now too. Bentley chuckles and shakes his head, "oh no. That's all your mommy and Grandpa Lincoln."
 
   "Grandma Cheryl," Peyton pouts dramatically, staring across the small flames to where Cheryl sits, in a last ditch effort before she's completely shot down again. Cheryl laughs, obviously not buying her Grandma bribe, and shakes her head. "Hmph."
 
   Cayden yawns and Caisey pulls her phone from her pocket to check the time. It's not late, but the kids have had a pretty long day. She gives Bentley an apologetic smile and he knows it's time for them to go. "I'm sorry everyone, I'd love to stay and senjoy the fruits of your labor Alex, but I think it's about time I get my kiddos home."
 
   Alex chuckles at her joke and nods in understanding; one by one everyone took their turn telling the kids goodnight and giving Caisey a hug. Lincoln and Cheryl are invited to stay as long as they want and Lincoln takes them up on the offer, telling Bentley to drive safe and that he'd see Caisey at home later.
 
   Once the kids were safely strapped in the backseat of Bentley's BMW once more, they were wide awake. Talking loudly about how much fun they had and how nice everyone had been to them, "A puppy would have been nicer though," Peyton added under her breath. Good God! Where did this girl get her sass from?
 
   "So you guys are wide awake now, huh," Bentley asked, his tone amused as he reached the edge of the Carson's driveway. "Well what do you say that we make a quick stop at my house so I can give your mommy her birthday present?"
 
   "Yeah," they both called excitedly and Bentley grinned as he turned onto the main road and headed out of town.
 
   "Birthday present," Caisey asks, raising her eyebrows at him. "Bentley you didn't have to get me anything, I told you that. The party that your Aunt and Uncle through was more than enough excitement for me without—"
 
   "Hush, you'll like it," he smiles and reaches across the console to take her hand in his.
 
   They arrive at Bentleys and he gives the kids a quick tour, letting them chase each other around the large house exploring as Caisey yells at them "No running inside!"
 
   "Sorry mom," they call back in unison from somewhere down the hall and Caisey sighs, shaking her head as Bentley chuckles. He gently takes her hand in his and leads her down the hallway to his study.
 
   "Caisey, I want you to know how much the past month has meant to me. It's been so great spending time with you and the kids, they're so wonderful. You guys have brought a light to my life that I haven't seen in years."
 
   Caisey blushed and smiled shyly at him, "I feel the same way Bentley. It's take me a long time to feel like I deserve to be happy again but seeing the way that my kids have adjusted here, and knowing what a big part of that you've been, has meant the world to me."
 
   Bentley grinned at her, pulled a small wrapped package from his desk drawer and handed it to her. "I wanted you to have this. It's something that I know will mean a lot to you."
 
   Caisey looked at him skeptically before pulling the purple wrapping paper open and gasped at what she held in her hands. "Bentley, I-I can't accept this."
 
   "I want you to have it," he insisted, placing his hand over hers for emphasis.
 
   "This must have cost you a fortune," she whispered, examining the nearly perfect condition, first edition of Wuthering Heights she held in her hands.
 
   "It was my mother's, she was a fan of classic British literature as well."
 
   Caisey looked at him with wide eyes and shook her head, "Bentley, why would you give me this? It's so special, I couldn't possibly-"
 
   "Because Caisey," he stroked his cheek softly with the back of his knuckles. "I love you."
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   Caisey looked up into his eyes, her mind reeling from his confession. "What?"
 
   "I love you Caisey," he said again, his resolve unwavering.
 
   "Bentley, I'm a single mother of two with no house, barely enough income and—"
 
   "And I love those kids, they're so beautiful and smart. Whenever I see them or get to spend time with them they make my day better. You, the three of you, you make my life better."
 
   "Better? Bentley, you're a single pediatrician who comes from money. If you look up the word eligible in the dictionary there's literally a picture of you!" He laughed and she smiled weakly, still trying to process what he was saying to her.
 
   "Caisey I—"
 
   "MOMMY!" Peyton's voice filled the house as Cayden's screams rang out from down the hall.
 
   "Peyton," Caisey called back, running past Bentley and taking off down the hallway to find her children. "Where are you," she hollered, Bentley running behind her as they entered the kitchen where her kids were waiting. Caisey stopped in her tracks, slightly taken aback by the blood on the white floor and the sight of her daughter standing over her crying son.
 
   "He fell," Peyton cried, running over to Caisey and hugging her middle as Bentley pushed past them to kneel beside Cayden. "We were playing tag and he slipped on the floor, I'm sorry mommy. I didn't mean to hurt him."
 
   "It's okay," Caisey ran her fingers through Peyton hair soothingly as she shuffled closer to Bentley and Cayden. "How is he?"
 
   Cayden wasn't crying so hard now that Bentley was there, his long fingers gently probing the underside of Cayden chin where the blood was originating from. "He'll be okay, could use a couple of stitches but it's nothing to worry about."
 
   "Should we take him to the ER?"
 
   Bentley looked over his shoulder at Caisey and raised an eyebrow sarcastically before his expression changing to one of concern. "No Caisey, I have my medical bag here. If you want to go to the bathroom and grab a couple of towels, I'll take him to my study and we can get this taken care of." He gave Cayden a bright smile and Cayden looked a little more relaxed, he hated hospitals.
 
   Peyton followed Caisey to the bathroom and helped her carry the towels that Bentley had asked for back to his study, where Cayden was already laying across his desk. "Will it hurt Doctor Bentley," he asked in a small voice and Caisey felt her heart swell as she listened to Bentley assure him that it would be just fine.
 
   "Here are the towels," she told him, placing them on the desk next to Cayden feet.
 
   "Thank you," he smiled sweetly at her. Caisey held Peyton's hand as she watched him clean Cayden's wound and, shamefully, had to look away as she watched him inject some sort of numbing agent before starting on the sutures.
 
   "Okay buddy, you're all done," Bentley told him a few moments later and helped Cayden climb off the desk.
 
   "It didn't hurt at all," Cayden said in awe.
 
   "Good," she smiled encouragingly and watched as Cayden and Peyton ran off to continue playing. "WALK! CAREFULLY!" Bentley laughed, placing the soiled towels in his fireplace and turning it on. His back to Caisey, she walked up to him and wrapped her arms around his torso, pressing her face to his back and listening to his heart beat. "Thank you," she whispered.
 
   "You're welcome," he replied seriously, running his warm hand over hers where they rested on his abdomen.
 
   "I love you too Bentley."
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   Caisey laid in bed that night staring at the copy of Wuthering Heights that Bentley had given her in the glow of her children's night light. She turned it over and over again in her hands trying to make sense of everything that had happened in the past month since they'd moved to Conflict. Her kids, once jaded and confused, were once again vibrant and growing in their new environment. She couldn't help but think about how much of that had to do with Bentley. Should she be worried about that or was she just overthinking it? What kind of an example was she setting for her daughter, that you needed a man to make your life worth living? But boy was he worth living for.
 
   She pulled open the cover gently and ran her finger tips over the indention of the inscription someone had written inside a long time ago. My darling woman, I hope that this book will bring you as much happiness as you bring me. All of my love, Mason. Caisey wondered what Bentley's parents had been like, was his father as handsome as his son? Did his mother have the same green eyes or copper hair? Would they have approved of Caisey and her children or would they have preferred he be with someone like Jaclyn?
 
   Caisey knew that Bentley had money, and that a vast amount of that money had come from an inheritance when his parents had passed away. She wondered if they had been the types of rich socialites who looked down on middle class women like her or if they'd been generous, loving people like Alex and Jennifer. Having met him, Caisey could only assume that any brother of Alex's would have to be as wonderful as he was. There was simply no way that someone so kind and considerate could be related to anything less.
 
   She sighed, so they'd finally said it. It was true that the words had been on Caisey's mind a lot lately, there had even been several times she'd almost said them aloud but had caught herself. Still, when Bentley had said he loved her, she'd been filled with reservations and self-doubt. How could someone so beautiful, so magnificent, love someone as plain and damaged as her? He had touched her children's lives in a way that she doubted any man ever could, not after the way that Matt had hurt them, but he had. He and his prodigious family had welcomed them with open arms and filled a hole in her kids' lives that she hadn't even known existed.
 
   It was a terrifying thought, but Caisey knew that Bentley had been hurt by his marriage as well and she wondered if they were filling some sort of hole for him as well. Ever since their lunch date in Port Angeles, Caisey and Bentley had grown so much closer but several times in the past few weeks she'd caught her mind wandering to Jaclyn and what their marriage had been like. Caisey imagined prestigious parties and over the top shopping sprees, flashy cars and designer clothes—all the things she never had and never wanted. Despite what he'd said about her only seeing him for his money, Caisey had to wonder if that was really the type of girl he was interested in.
 
   Are you up? –C
 
   Of course, what's up Birthday Girl? –B
 
   I was just wondering… feel free to tell me to butt out… but what were your parents like? –C
 
   Why do you ask? –B
 
   Call it curiosity. –C
 
   My dad was a lot like Alex; did I ever tell you they were identical twins? He was a lawyer, like their dad had been; he did a lot of work with family court and custody cases. My mom was… beautiful. I got her eyes and hair color; she was also warm and smelled of cakes. –B
 
   *giggles* cakes? –C
 
   Yeah, she was always baking things for me and dad. She even had a bakery for a short while when I was in school. –B
 
   What happened to the bakery? –C
 
   She said that it was taking away from her time at home and I was more important than her cake. –B
 
   I think I would have liked you mom. She sounds just like a mom should be. –C
 
   You would have. They would have loved you and the kids, as well. –B
 
   You think? –C
 
   I know. Jennifer said so, too. –B
 
   I love you Bentley. –C
 
   I love you too, Caisey. –B
 
   Caisey? –B
 
   Yes? –C
 
   Why don't you ever talk about your mom? –B
 
   What do you want to know about my mom? –C
 
   I don't know, anything you choose to share with me, I guess. I always want to know more about you. –B
 
   My mom lives in Jacksonville with her husband Phil; he's a minor league baseball player. They travel a lot. –C
 
   Are you close? –B
 
   We used to be, before I moved in with my dad. –C
 
   What happened then? –B
 
   I don't know, I guess we both just got swept up in our own lives. She still calls occasionally, sends the kids cards every holiday and generally sends us each Christmas presents. She was a great support, emotionally, when Matt and I split. Mom definitely has the market cornered on relationship advice. –C
 
   LOL. Sounds like Melanie. She was always the one telling me Jaclyn was no good and that she was just going to end up hurting me. It caused a rift between us for a long time but she was my biggest supporter when I left her. –B
 
   It's really great that you have that kind of a support system with your family. Everyone is so close; it's great that you all have that. –C
 
   You have that now too Caisey, everyone considers you and the kids, family now. Even Lincoln and Cheryl fit right in with Alex and Jennifer. –B
 
   LOL. Yeah Dad was in a pretty great mood when they got back to the house tonight, he said he had a great time. Cheryl felt pretty good being included like that; I'll have to thank Jennifer for inviting them. –C
 
   I think Jennifer worries that Alex doesn't have enough friends, she was probably happier they came than Lincoln and Cheryl were to be invited. –B
 
   Do you have any friends Bentley? You never talk about going out with anyone… -C
 
   Mostly just Dallas and Dylan; you? –B
 
   I never really had friends in high school so Melanie is really the only friend I have here. I spent all of my time in Boston dealing with Matt and the kids so… -C
 
   Maybe you, Melanie and Elizabeth should use that spa certificate and have a girls' weekend? –B
 
   If only LOL –C
 
   Why not? –B
 
   I have kids Bentley; I can't just lock em in the shed for the weekend. –C
 
   LOL! I know that, but I'd be more than happy to watch them for the weekend. I'm sure that Lincoln, and definitely Jennifer, would be more than happy to have them stay as well. –B
 
   You're all so ridiculous. Why are you all so determined to watch my little monsters? I can handle them on my own, I don't need anyone to step in. –C
 
   Nobody thinks that Caisey, everyone knows you can take care of them on your own. You've done an amazing job thus far, only one scar ;) Everyone just adores the kids and wants to spend time with them, wants to give you some time to yourself. –B
 
   Caisey contemplated that for a moment, chewing on her bottom lip guiltily. Every time that Lincoln or Jennifer stepped in to take care of the kids, or babysat while she was out with Bentley, she felt like she was shoving off her responsibilities on to others. Maybe Bentley was right, maybe she'd been too difficult on everyone for simply trying to help.
 
   Did you fall asleep on me? –B
 
   No, I'm here; just thinking. –C
 
   I'm sorry if I upset you. –B
 
   You didn't, but I think you're right. I've felt a lot recently like I've been pushing my responsibilities off on everyone else but maybe I just need to learn to accept their help. –C
 
   It takes a village Caisey, you've done it on your own for a long time. Now it's your turn to be taken care of. –B
 
   I'm scared. –C
 
   I know baby, but I'm going to be around as long you'll have me so I'll hold your hand every step of the way. –B
 
   I love you Bentley. –C
 
   I love you too beautiful girl, good night. –B
 
   Good night. -C
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   Caisey sat on the couch in front of the TV in Lincoln's living room, Peyton positioned between her legs sitting on the floor watching Go Diego Go while Caisey fixed her hair into pigtails. She huffed in frustration as her daughter's hair refused to submit before finally settling for a ponytail. It was only going to get messed up during the day anyways.
 
   Cayden was already dressed, sitting in Lincoln's recliner and watching the TV as he played with his box cars on the armrest while he waited to head to daycare. "Go Diego Go," they both shouted and Caisey chuckled, patting her daughter on top of her head when she was finished with her hair.
 
   "Okay guys, mom's going to go turn off the coffee. Shoes on please," she told them, stepping over Peyton and walking into the kitchen. She poured herself another cup and screwed the top on her thermos as she heard her rugrats head to the front door and the tell-tale sound of Cayden's Velcro straps as he put on his tennis shoes.
 
   "You look worn out momma," Elizabeth commented, not unkindly, as she greeted her kids and helped them put their backpacks on the hooks outside their selective classrooms.
 
   "Thanks, I didn't sleep well last night and just haven't quite gotten going yet this morning."
 
   "Good morning," Melanie chirped happily a she walked through the front door of the daycare with muffins.
 
   "Whatever you're on, I will take it," Caisey commented flatly, causing Melanie to laugh as she handed Elizabeth a oversized blueberry muffin.
 
   "Caisey, it's Monday! Why wouldn't I be smiling?"
 
   "Uh.. cause it's Monday?" She chuckled and shook her head, handing Caisey her own muffin before heading over to the office. Caisey sighed, "guess that's my cue."
 
   "It can only get better," Elizabeth assured her and Caisey hoped that she was right.
 
   By 11:30 it was clear that it, in fact, could not only get better. In fact, it just kept getting worse and worse. After Billy Newlon threw up in the waiting room and Caisey had to clean it up, it had been nonstop phone calls from frantic parents complaining of possible chickenpox and high fevers. She could only assume that the elementary school was going to have to shut down for a week based on how many phone calls she'd gotten.
 
   The Thompson Twins were waiting in the sick children's section, one playing his video games as if nothing was wrong while the other itched frantically and Mrs. Thompson tried to reason with him. "It won't be much longer Mrs. Thompson," Caisey assured them with a forced smile and the woman smiled politely in return. "I'm going to shoot myself in the face," Caisey grumbled under her breath to Melanie as she arranged files on her desk.
 
   "You've got to be fucking kidding me," Melanie suddenly burst out loudly, causing Caisey to shoot an apologetic glance at a glaring Mrs. Thompson.
 
   "Melanie," she scolded quietly, turning to take in the shocked and angry expression on her friend's face. She followed Melanie's gaze to the tall, voluptuous redhead standing in the lobby. She wore gem covered stilettos, black jeggings and a low cut white halter top under a black jacket. Her hair hung in flawless curls over each shoulder and her makeup had been applied perfectly.
 
   "Melanie Darling, how are you," the redhead asked in an obviously fake friendly tone.
 
   "What do you want Jaclyn," Melanie spit her name like venom and Caisey felt her heart clench in realization. This was the Jaclyn.
 
   "I came to bring Bentley-bear some lunch," she smiled, revealing a set of perfect, bright white teeth. Caisey surveyed the unmarked paper bag in Jaclyn's perfectly manicured hand.
 
   "He already ate," Melanie lied.
 
   "Oh Melanie, I don't understand why you don't like me. We could have been such great friends… we still could, you know. When Bentley and I get back together-"
 
   "HA! You are never getting near my cousin again you adulterous whore."
 
   "Caisey, please tell Dr. Carson we will reschedule," Mrs. Thompson called as she tried to shuffle her twins out the front door.
 
   "Okay, I'm sorry!" Caisey called after her, sighing in frustration and giving Melanie a dirty look.
 
   "Oh.. Caisey.. is it?" Jaclyn's forced sweetness addressed her.
 
   "Yes," she said, forcing a smile.
 
   "I see," she smirked, looking her up and down. Caisey didn't like the evil glint in her eye as Jaclyn watched her.
 
   "Bradley and Brendan," Bentley called, walking out through the side door and stopping dead as his eyes landed on Jaclyn.
 
   "Bentley-bear, hi," she grinned. "I'm sorry, Caisey and Melanie ran Mrs. Thompson off," she pouted dramatically. "She said that she would reschedule though."
 
   "Jaclyn, what are you doing here," he deadpanned.
 
   "I came to see you, of course. I brought you your favorite, free range turkey on whole grain from that little deli in Port Angeles."
 
   Caisey's heart stopped as she watched Jaclyn walk across the lobby and place her hand on Bentley's chest intimately. Her throat grew dry as Jaclyn began talking in a softer tone, purring under her throat as she stroked his chest. She was going to be sick.
 
   "Caisey, I'm so sorry," Elizabeth walked in holding Peyton's hand as she cried and rubbed her eyes tiredly with her free hand.
 
   "Mommy, my tummy hurts," Peyton cried, her cheeks red and sticky from crying, loose strands of her auburn hair sticking to the side of her face. She was a hot mess.
 
   "I'm sorry, she started complaining that her stomach hurt half an hour ago and we took her temperature. It's over 100 degrees and unfortunately I can't have her around the other kids."
 
   "No of course," Caisey grabbed her purse and rushed around the reception desk to pick up her daughter. "I'll send Lincoln to pick up Cayden later.
 
   "Of course," Liz mumbled apologetically as Caisey ran out the front door.
 
   "Wow Bentley-bear, you should really consider getting more reliable help around here."
 
   "Jaclyn, stop," Bentley snapped, pushing Jaclyn's hand from his chest. Elizabeth, realizing who the stranger was, stood up a little straighter and put on her best bitch brow.
 
   "But Bentley-bear—" she whined and Bentley cut her off.
 
   "You made your bed with Carl, okay? Now go fucking lie in it! And stop calling me Bentley-bear," he snapped. "You have no right to march in here like nothing happened, and why? Because Devin told you about Caisey?"
 
   "Oh please," she rolled her eyes and scoffed, flipping her hair over her shoulder.
 
   "Melanie, please cancel all of my appointments for this afternoon. I need to go check on Peyton."
 
   "You're leaving me, for that- that pathetic little girl and that ugly brat of hers!?"
 
   "You bitch," Melanie fumed, running around the counter and slapping Jaclyn across the face. "First of all, he left your whore ass a long time ago and you have no right to show up again now that he's finally happy! Second, how DARE you talk about my niece that way!"
 
   "You-" Jaclyn started but Bentley stepped in between them as Elizabeth opened the front door.
 
   "You need to leave, now!" Elizabeth commanded and Jaclyn huffed, pouting as she threw the lunch bag on the ground and stormed out.
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   Caisey sat at the kitchen table with her head in her hands trying to wrap her mind around everything that had happened in the past hour. As soon as she'd gotten Peyton home the poor girl had barely made it out of the car before throwing up all over the front lawn. Caisey had brought her inside and gotten her changed into pajamas before giving her something for her fever and settling her on the couch with her cartoons. She'd passed out as soon as Caisey pulled the covers over her.
 
   Jaclyn was here, in Conflict, probably still at the office sharing lunch with Bentley. Of all the way that Caisey had imagined her looking she'd never imagined the fire red hair. But maybe that was what had drawn his attention in the first place. She was pristine, definitely a social light. The way she'd dressed, all of her clothes looking so expensive, there was no way that Bentley was right about her wanting more money.
 
   She kicked off her shoes under the table and cracked her toes against the wooden leg, running her hands back through her hair in frustration. They'd looked so intimate standing in the waiting room, the way that Jaclyn had touched his chest and spoken so softly to him. What was she supposed to do if they tried to work things out? She couldn't move, that was just ridiculous; she would have to find another job though. Caisey wondered briefly how much it would cost to keep the kids at Liz's without all of the breaks they'd been giving her for working with Bentley.
 
   There was a soft knock on the door and Caisey sighed, pushing back her chair and padding, still barefoot, to open it. In retrospect Caisey wasn't sure who she'd expected to see standing on the other side of the door, but it hadn't been Bentley. Truthfully, an amazing sense of relief flooded her body when she found him standing in front of her instead of being with Jaclyn.
 
   "Can I come in," he asked after a moment of awkward silence. His voice was quiet, maybe a little distant, and she felt the relief she'd welcomed fading away.
 
   "Sure," she mumbled, averting her eyes to the flooring and stepping aside to welcome him in.
 
   He looked around the room as he entered, tilting his head to glance in at her sleeping daughter on the couch. "How's she doing," he asked quietly, turning back to look at Caisey. She'd shut the door but hadn't moved further into the house with him. She shrugged and he sighed, running his hand through his hair in frustration. "Caisey I'm so sorry."
 
   "Don't," she said abruptly, holding her hand up to stop him. "You didn't have to come all the way here; I got the message at the office. It's okay, I mean I understand… she was your wife, which means something. It's not like we—why are you laughing?"
 
   "Caisey you are so ridiculous," Bentley laughed, fighting the urge to pull her into his arms and hug her as her expression turned to annoyance. "I'm here to check on Peyton and make sure you're okay."
 
   "I'm fine," she snapped, folding her arms across her chest defensively. He stopped laughing and looked apologetic so she sighed, "I'm fine. She's okay, her fever was pretty high but I gave her some medicine and she's out for the count."
 
   "Would you like me to check on her?" She shrugged and he rolled his eyes at her, pulling her into his arms and hugging her tightly. "I'm sorry she showed up like that, I don't know what the hell she was thinking. I told her how it was and then asked Melanie to cancel my appointments today so that I could be here with Peyton."
 
   "Really," she asked, her voice almost a whisper.
 
   "Of course, I wasn't lying when I told you that I loved you Caisey. I wouldn't do that to you, ESPECIALLY with that troll," Caisey giggled and Bentley kissed the top of her head. "That's much better, I love that sound."
 
   Caisey pulled back to look at him and his large thumbs brushed away the few tears she hadn't even realized that she'd shed. "Thank you for coming, Peyton's fine but it's good to know that you're here."
 
   "Of course my love," he smiled at her and she felt all of the anxiety she'd been feeling dissipate. It was amazing how the very presence of a single person could affect her so much.
 
   Bentley checked Peyton's temperature and retrieved a cool washcloth from the bathroom that he pressed against her forehead. Peyton whimpered in her sleep from the contact and Caisey felt her heart contract as she looked at her. Her kids had never really been sick before, Caisey had always been so grateful. Watching her now she realized that she had no idea how to handle a sick baby, other than the few times she remembered her mother taking care of her as a child.
 
   "It's probably just the bug that's been going around. She hasn't thrown up yet," he asked and Caisey shook her head. "Hopefully it won't be too bad then. Does she get sick a lot?"
 
   "No, neither of the kids has ever really been sick before; other than the occasional running nose or winter cough."
 
   "Strong immune system, I like it," he commented and she smiled.
 
   "Bentley you have no idea how much it means to me that you came here today," she told him, chewing nervously on her lip as she looked at him. "I can't thank you enough."
 
   "I love you and the kids Caisey; you don't need to thank me. I'm just doing what anyone would do in the same situation." Caisey chuckled cynically, remembering the time that Peyton had so much drainage as a baby that it'd made her throw up. She'd called Matt for reassurance and he'd blown her off, telling her that he was working and she was the mother, take care of it. "Okay well he was a dipshit," Bentley deadpanned, as if he'd read her thoughts.
 
   Caisey giggled, "so are you going to go now?"
 
   "Do you want me to go now?" He countered, raising an eyebrow at her in the sexiest way.
 
   "Well actually… I was kind of thinking that since Lincoln's at work and Cayden's at school, and this one's going to be out for a while… I was maybe thinking we could—" Caisey yelped in surprise and clapped a hand over her mouth to keep from waking up Peyton as Bentley scooped her up into his arms.
 
   "You don't have to ask twice," he grinned and she giggled as Bentley carried her up the stairs to her bedroom.
 
    
 
   



 
  



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _Toc443169474]CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
    
 
   Caisey's trembling fingers found the buttons of Bentley's shirt and slowly began undoing them one by one. Pulling his shirt from his pants, she broke their fevered kisses to look at his naked torso as she pushed his shirt over his shoulders and watched it fall on the floor behind him. "Oh God," she breathed, running her hand over his perfectly sculpted abs.
 
   "See something you like," he asked with a cocky smirk, causing Caisey to blush as she realized he was watching her ogle him. Bentley placed his hand on the small of her back and pulled her closer to him, trailing soft kisses up the side of her neck and nipping at her jaw. "It's okay princess," he whispered seductively in her ear. "It's yours, you can look all you want."
 
   "In that case," she grinned, placing her hand on his chest she walked him backward until the backs of his knees met the foot of the bed, she shoved him gently and laughed quietly with him as he bounced on the mattress.
 
   Sure that he was watching her, Caisey raising her sweater just slightly to reveal a small trip of her bare stomach above the line of her jeans as she slowly unfastened her belt. Bentley groaned as she unbuttoned her pants and he caught a glimpse of her pink and black lace panties. "You're going to be the death of me beautiful," Bentley told her, making a show of folding his hands behind his head to enjoy her teasing. Caisey giggled, pushing her jeans off her hips and stepping carefully out as they slid down her thighs.
 
   She bit her lip as she reached for the bottom of her shirt and anxiously pulled it over her head. This was the first time that anyone besides Matt had seen her naked and the first time anyone had seen her since Cayden was born. The room was filled with silence as Bentley stared at her and Caisey waited for his response, her hands self-consciously finding her stretch marks under his scrutiny.
 
   "No," he said, jumping up and pulling her into his arms. "Don't cover yourself, not from me. You are so… beautiful," he breathed against her ear, causing tears to form in the corners of her eyes. His lips found hers and he turned her around, guiding her to sit on the edge of the bed as he kneeled in front of her. "Do you have any idea how fucking sexy you are?"
 
   Caisey moaned as Bentley trailed sensual kisses along her jawline, he nibbled lightly on her neck and slowly descended. Gently pushing her back onto the bed, he hovered over her, supporting his own weight as he licked and kisses the valley between her voluptuous breast. She arched her back for him and he reached behind her, unclasping her bra and pulling it away to toss it on the floor behind him.
 
   She fit perfectly in his hands, filling them as if she were made just for him. He felt the goosebumps forming across her skin as he teased her gently and she moaned, arching her back just slightly to get closer to him. "One day, very very soon, I will take my time to savor you," he whispered, his voice thick and masculine.
 
   "But now is not that time," Caisey agreed, reaching between them to rub his firm bulge through his pants. Momentarily she wondered if it made her a bad mom to be up here with her boyfriend while her sick daughter was downstairs asleep. She thought about all of the times that she and Bentley had been alone since they started dating and realized, probably for the first time, that they hadn't had a single moment to themselves since their first date.
 
   "Hey, you sure about this," Bentley asked kindly, looking down at her in concern and running his fingertips along her cheekbone affectionately. She looked back into his eyes and all of her worries were forgotten, this was right… they were right. Caisey smiled and bit her lip, nodding in encouragement and reaching for his zipper.
 
   As Bentley entered her, Caisey gasped and tensed beneath him. Bentley froze and Caisey nodded encouragingly, letting out a breath as she tried to relax and adjust to his size. Matt was the only man she'd ever been with and they hadn't had sex since before Cayden was born. It was a strange sensation having a man inside of her again, stretching her out and hitting delicious spots inside of her as he began to move.
 
   Bentley leaned between them and captured one of Caisey's nipples in his mouth, grazing her hard bud with his teeth before swirling his tongue over her pebbling skin. She moaned, arching her back and allowing him to slide deeper inside of her. "Oh God, Caisey," Bentley breathed, thrusting upward and hitting her G-spot.
 
   "Oh yes, right there Bentley," Caisey moaned, rocking her pelvis to meet his thrust for thrust and they fell into a steady rhythm. "I love you," she whispered as she felt her insides begin to quicken.
 
   "I love you too Caisey," Bentley breathed, hitching her legs up and over his hips before reaching between them and finding her clit. Caisey mewled as Bentley started small ministrations around her slick and swollen nub. "Are you going to cum for me beautiful? I can feel you so tight around me, it's the most amazing feeling. I want to feel your juices dripping down my cock."
 
   Bentley whispered his dirty words into her ear as his tongue teased her earlobe and his warm breath spread across the side of her face. She was climbing a steep slope, her walls quivering around him he knew she was close. One quick thrust upward, Bentley snagged her earlobe with his teeth as he pinched her clit and Caisey cried out, "oh God!" She was free falling, overwhelmed by her inner tidal wave washing over her.
 
   Stroked and squeezed by her contracting muscles Bentley thrust erratically a few more times before releasing into his own orgasm. His whispered breaths a jumbled version of her name as they both rode out their climaxes and collapsed beside each other on the bed. They laid there, each a trembling panting mess as they tried to come down from the euphoric high.
 
   "That was…"
 
   Caisey giggled at his loss of words and nodded, "yeah."
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   It was getting late, too late for the kids to still be up, but Caisey was enjoying herself. Since Lincoln and Cheryl were out fishing for the weekend, Bentley had stolen the opportunity to have Caisey and the kids stay the night at his house for the first time. He'd spent a few nights on Lincoln's couch this week as Peyton struggled with her cold and Caisey had been out of work taking care of her; he enjoyed spending the extra time with her to make up for not getting to see her during the day. Dylan had called him whipped when he'd told him why he'd missed their Wednesday night poker game. His cousins teased but he knew they were happy that he'd finally found a family of his own.
 
   They were camped out in his massive living room. Bentley and the kids had pulled out the sofa bed and used the cushions to create a fort. Looking at them now, the way that Peyton snuggled up close to Bentley and held his hand as she tried not to fall asleep, Caisey couldn't help but love how much they looked like a Family. It was a strange, sometimes borderline scary, thought that had crossed her mind a few times this week. But with all of them in their pajamas, in their fort, watching Up, they really looked like a family.
 
   She'd caught herself daydreaming a few times as she'd watched Bentley and Cayden play with his box cars or the way that he patiently gave Peyton the medicine she hated so much, wondering what it would be like if Cayden grew up with his beautiful bronze hair or how Bentley would react the first time that his baby girl brought home a boy. He would be stern, she was sure, but kind—like Jennifer and Alex appeared to still be with their kids. Watching them now, Caisey felt the tears burn her eyes as she realized a sad, lonely thought she'd never had before—without his Uncle's family, Bentley was alone. He'd had no siblings, his parents were gone and without children of his own, Bentley had no one. Suddenly it made so much more sense to her why he would choose to move to a town like Conflict. After all, she herself had moved back to her family after her own divorce. Even without the need for her father's support, sometimes you needed to be closer to the ones that you love to know that you are a survivor. That's exactly what they were, the both of them… the four of them… they were survivors.
 
   "You okay," Bentley whispered, leaning over a dozing Cayden to kiss her softly. She gave him a smile and nodded, running her fingers through his thick, soft hair. "I love you," he mouthed, turning back to the TV and placing another piece of popcorn in his mouth. Bentley loved watching TV, she'd realized this. It was strange because it didn't matter what he was watching, whether it was Hitchcock or Paw Patrol, he was always enthralled.
 
   Peyton drifted off just as the movie was ending, so Caisey covered them both up and plugged in their nightlight as Bentley turned off the TV and picked up their snacks. "They had so much fun tonight," Caisey whispered, following him into the kitchen on tiptoes.
 
   Bentley grinned, pulling her into his arms and kissing her temple affectionately. "I had fun too, I love having you guys here with me." Caisey wrapped her arms around him and snuggled herself into the crook of his neck as he stood there holding her.
 
   "Come on, let's go to bed," she said, taking his hand in hers and heading down the hallway.
 
   "Well now… I like that sound of that," he grinned and she giggled, shaking her head at him.
 
   Bentley stepping into his bedroom and closed the door behind them, turning the lock quietly and wrapped his arms around Caisey’s waist from behind. “What are you doing,” she giggled, growing wet when she felt his erection pressed against the curve of her ass.
 
   “Kiss me,” he commanded, spinning her around to face him. She stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips against his, moving to wrap her arms around his neck but he stopped her. Bentley gripped her hips and tossed her onto the bed, careful not to hurt her; she landed with a squeal and he shushed her, teasingly, before pulling off his shirt and covering her body with his.
 
   Caisey was in love with his body, loved the way his tight muscles felt under her fingers as she traced soft patterns on his back with her nails. He groaned, grinding against her core and earning an appreciative moan. “I want you,” she whispered against his mouth and he nipped at her bottom lip.
 
   Bentley’s dexterous fingers made quick work of the drawstring on her pajama shorts and pulled back, yanking her shorts and her panties down in one swift move. He tossed the articles of clothing over his shoulder and ran a finger along her pussy lips, finding her wet and waiting for him. Caisey’s hips arched off the bed as he slid his finger inside of her and she clenched around him.
 
   He positioned himself between her thighs, his tongue finding her clit and she had to bite her lip to keep from crying out. “Oh God,” she breathed as he found the sensitive spot on the front wall of her vagina and began rubbing tight circles in time with his tongue. Caisey’s orgasm built quickly; the muscles in her thighs began to quiver as she felt that familiar tightness at the base of her spine.
 
   Holding a pillow against her face, her hips arched and her knees shook as she came. Wave after wave of ecstasy wracked her body and her trembling fingers found his hair, yanking softly to pull him up to her mouth, as the feeling slowly settled into a warm tingle. Bentley’s tongue caressed hers and she could taste her arousal on his lips, a sensual, intimate taste that connected them on a personal level.
 
   “I need you inside of me,” she whimpered when they broke their kiss and Bentley grinned.
 
   “Yes ma’am,” he quipped, standing up to remove his shorts while Caisey pulled off her shirt. “God you’re beautiful.”
 
   Caisey sat up on her knees and reached for his cock, wrapping a hand around him and squeezing just enough to make him twitch against her palm and moan. His hands found her shoulders, guiding her back onto the bed once more before he positioned himself between her legs. Her knees parted and Bentley pulled her closer, hitching her legs on his hips as he lined his swollen head up against her slick center. Gently, he slid inside her until their pelvic bones met and they both moaned.
 
   “Fuck,” he breathed, pulling halfway out and thrusting back in. He built their bodies up, thrust after thrust, as he pushed her to the brink over a second orgasm.
 
   “Please,” she begged, her voice whiny with need, as her fingernails dug into the flesh of his back in a desperate need to feel grounded. “Oh God, Bentley; please.”
 
   “Say it again, say my name,” he demanded, his voice dark and commanding as he began to pound into her—the rhythm almost punishing. It wasn’t like the first time they’d had, this was almost painful and completely animalistic. It overwhelmed her senses and Caisey forgot how to think, almost forgot how to breathe. “Say it.”
 
   “Bentley,” she cried, her back arching as she fell over the edge, her body convulsing against his as he followed her over. His cum filled her, giving a feeling of completion—of satisfaction. He collapsed on top of her, his weight supported on his elbows, and kissed her. “That was amazing,” she whispered, her words almost a giggle, and Bentley chuckled in agreement.
 
    
 
   The next morning Bentley woke up before Caisey. He lay in bed with her for some time, watching her sleep and enjoying the cute little noises she made as she dreamed. This woman was the epitome of beauty; she was perfection, a goddess. He loved the color of her hair, the way that it shone in the sun, loved the depth of her large chocolate eyes as they watched him.
 
   They'd stayed awake for hours last night, making love and talking to one another. He felt like a teenager, or rather the part of his youth that he'd skipped. Being near her always made him feel happy and horny, never one without the other. Since Monday, the first time they'd been together, his feelings for her had only intensified. At times he'd felt his need for her was overwhelming but he'd managed to resist propositioning her under her father's roof again.
 
   She was sexy in the simplest way, and the most amazing part was that she didn't even know. She didn't know what her blush did to him, or the way that she bit in that plump bottom lip of hers. He watched her, even when she didn't know that he was watching, as she prepared dinner or tucked the kids into bed; she was maternal, feminine in the most basic meaning of the word. Caisey Groves was the embodiment of woman and there was nothing that Bentley could ever find sexier.
 
   He left her sleeping soundly as he climbed out of bed, finding a tee-shirt to put on with his sweat pants before he headed out into the house. Surprised that the kids were no longer asleep on the pull out bed where they'd left them, Bentley followed the sounds of little laughter to find them both in his kitchen trying to fix themselves some cereal.
 
   They were both sitting on the floor, pillows from the couch underneath them and two plastic bowls between them. There was an opened box of cereal next to Cayden and the tiny pieces on the floor looked like they'd had some difficulty with getting the box open. He leaned against the doorframe and watched with a smile as Peyton sat the jug of milk on the floor and slowly tipped it towards her brother’s bowl of rice crispies.
 
   "Listen Cayden," she told him patiently and he watched in silence as the milk hit the cereal and Cayden's eyes lit up in wonder.
 
   "It talks to you, sissy!" Peyton nodded excitedly as she tilted the milk back up and then slid it closer to her bowl. She repeated the process, pouring milk onto her own cereal and gasped as she spilled some on the cushion.
 
   Bentley frowned when he realized how worried they were, trying to clean up the spilled milk. He put on the biggest smile he could to let them know that it was okay before making his presence known. "Did you save some for me?"
 
   "Bentley!" Cayden grinned excitedly around a mouth full of crispies, Peyton looked less happy to see him.
 
   "I'm sorry Doctor Bentley, I didn't mean to spill it," she said guiltily.
 
   "No use crying over spilled milk," he smiled encouragingly, grabbing himself a bowl and a spoon from the cupboard and sitting on the hard floor beside them. "Pour me some little man?" Cayden grinned as he poured cereal into Bentley's bowl and then he helped Peyton lift the milk so she could pour it correctly. "Mmm… Perfect!"
 
   "Hey where's mine," Caisey asked from the doorway and they all looked up to see her with guilty eyes. She giggled and grabbed her own bowl, joining her family on the floor for breakfast. "How did you sleep last night baby," she asked, pushing Peyton's hair back off of her forehead to feel for a fever as Bentley helped Cayden pour Caisey's cereal and milk.
 
   "Good mommy, I like Doctor Bentley's house," she smiled around a mouth full of crispies.
 
   "I'm glad baby, I like Doctor Bentley's house too," Caisey gave Bentley a wink and he grinned over at her, remembering the way that they'd connected last night… again and again and again.
 
   Because the weather was so cold, the makeshift family spent the rest of their lazy day playing games with the kids and watching cartoons. That evening Caisey cooked them all dinner and they retired for another movie night in their couch fort. Only tonight, they were all out cold before the credits began playing.
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   After their first weekend at Bentley's, Caisey and the kids began spending time over there more frequently. It quickly became their pattern to head to Bentley's when Caisey picked them up from Liz's on Friday afternoons. They usually stayed at Lincoln's throughout the week to make getting ready for work and school easier, Bentley would come over for dinner and then head home after the kids were in bed. However, today was a little different for them because today was Halloween.
 
   Peyton giggled excitedly as Melanie put the finishing touches on her cat whiskers, deeming her perfectly adorable with a peck on her painted pink nose. Caisey watched them with a smile on her face as she straightened Cayden's lab coat. Melanie was a saving grace when she volunteered to come over before trick-or-treating to help Caisey get them ready. They were going to drive to the high school together to meet Bentley, he had volunteered to help Jennifer and Alex set up for the trick-or-treaters.
 
   "How do I look," Peyton asked, spinning around with a flourish to show off her hot pink tutu that Jennifer had made her; it rested on her hips over a black body suit and matched her pink cat ears.
 
   "Very beautiful," Caisey gushed appropriately and Peyton giggled, satisfied by the response she'd gotten.
 
   "My turn," Cayden insisted, copying his sister as he tried to show off his Doctor costume—again, that Jennifer had made. This was the first year that Peyton could really be excited about Halloween and, because of that, so was Cayden. When his sister had picked out her cat costume at the small store that Conflict housed, Cayden had been unimpressed by their selection. It had taken Caisey weeks to finally get him to decide that he wanted to be 'Just like Doctor Bentley.'
 
   Jennifer had handmade his costume, down to the tiny embroidery of Carson, DPM. He had been so excited when she brought over the finished product that it'd been a fight every morning all week to get him to wear normal clothes to school. Now that he was going to be a doctor too, he couldn't wait to see all of his classmates so he could show them his costume.
 
   "Okay babies, let mommy get some pictures and then we can head over to the school," Caisey told them, shuffling them both over to stand in front of the mantle where Caisey's own childhood Halloween pictures were displayed. She snapped several posed ones before letting them make silly faces and give each other rabbit ears. Then Melanie took some of the three of them and each child requested their own photo with Melanie in her Tinker bell customer. Finally, they were ready to go.
 
   It was a quick drive to the campus where Caisey and Melanie had graduated, Caisey chuckled to herself when they ended up in the same parking spot she'd occupied for the year and a half she'd attended Conflict High School. It felt strange, being back and bringing her walking talking children with her; even stranger still being in a full blown more-naughty-than-intended nurse's outfit.
 
   The gymnasium was decorated spectacularly, with plenty of spider webs and spiders hanging around, and several tables had been set up around the room where different members and organizations of the community had set up to pass out candy to the kids. It was much tamer than Boston had been last year, but it was Conflict. Personally, Caisey was thankful for a break from walking around in the cold weather with two shivering babies.
 
   "Caisey," Jennifer called from the table she and Alex had set up, plastic skeletons and jack o lanterns lined the floor around them and she'd sprinkled black and orange confetti over the plastic table cloth. "You two look like angels," she fussed, kissing each of the kids on the cheek and looking a little proud of her handy work as she looked at Cayden.
 
   "Not an angel grandma Jennifer, I'm a Doctor!" In the past couple of weeks Peyton and Cayden had taken to calling Jennifer grandma and she loved it, while it had caught Caisey off guard at first she always enjoyed the way that Jennifer seemed a little teary eyed by the endearing term. Her children were cherished, that was beyond doubt.
 
   "Yes you are," Alex said proudly, coming around to hug each of the kids, wearing his own Doctor's uniform. Caisey wasn't sure if he'd just come from the hospital or if he'd planned that, she'd have to remember to ask them later.
 
   "Where is everyone," Caisey asked, glancing around the slowly filling gym for glimpses of her other friends.
 
   "Liz and Dylan should be here soon, they called to say they'd be a little late. I believe Dallas just walked in," Jennifer finished stifling a laugh at Caisey turned to watch Melanie skip into the arms of her waiting Peter Pan.
 
   "Oh lord," Alex shook his head and laughed.
 
   Caisey felt strong arms encompass her from behind and Bentley's warm lips pressed in close to her ear, "he stuffs his tights." She covered her mouth to keep from busting out laughing only to find the hottest thing she'd ever seen. Doctor Bentley… Vampire. Fucking hot.
 
   "Wow," she breathed and he grinned, his trademark lopsided grin. She instantly felt a pool of wetness between her legs and suddenly wished she'd been more practical and less worried about panty lines in her white stress. "I could say the same thing for you," he stated, his eyes hungrily roaming her body and pausing just slightly at the tiniest dip of cleavage that her outfit exposed. "If more nurses looked like you I might work in a real hospital."
 
   "No you wouldn't," Alex commented and Caisey blushed furiously, realizing that everyone could hear them. "Because they don't, trust me." Caisey heard the padded thud as Jennifer presumably smacked Alex and she giggled.
 
   "Well I'm glad, or this angel might never have come into my life."
 
   "Not angels, nurse," Cayden stated stubbornly and they all laughed. "Look Doctor Bentley," he said, spreading his arms around to draw attention to his costume.
 
   "Wow buddy, you're a Doctor!"
 
   Bentley scooped his up and tickled his tummy affectionately. Cayden giggled then shook his head, "nope, I'm you!" Caisey watched him look stricken at first before he pulled her son into a giant bear hug.
 
   "Aww," Jennifer sniffled, putting her arm around Caisey's shoulders and pulling her closer. "Thank you for making him so happy," she whispered and Caisey felt her own tears building in her eyes.
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   Dylan and Elizabeth didn't arrive until after the trick-or-treating had begun. Caisey was standing around the Carson’s' booth talking to Jennifer as Bentley and Dallas walked around with the kids. She was mulling through the cauldron of candy on display when they walked up.
 
   "What's gotten into you two," she asked with a half-laugh, taking in the giant shit eating grin on Dylan's face and the similarly enthusiastic smile on Liz's face with a sparkle in her eyes. They were dressed as pirate, Liz's beautiful blonde hair was held back with a red bandana and one of Dylan's big blue eyes was covered with an eye patch.
 
   "You're late," Jennifer commented in a scolding tone.
 
   "You can be angry later Jennifer," Liz told her, her enthusiasm causing her to practically vibrate in place.
 
   "Yeah mom, something tells me you're not going to want to be angry for long though," Dylan commented, walking up and throwing his arm over his wife's shoulders. They looked at each other and Liz's smile grew even broader.
 
   "Oh my God," Caisey squeaked, grabbing Liz's hands and surveying her before bouncing up and down excitedly. Liz blushed and Caisey knew.
 
   "What," Jennifer asked, coming around the table to greet her daughter in law. That was when Caisey noticed Jennifer's costume for the first time and she repressed her giggles as her bright pink poodle skirt bounced and moved with her.
 
   "Mom, what are you wearing?" Leave it to Dylan to be the one to ask.
 
   "Oh hush Dyl," she waved her hand and dismissed him. "So come now, what great excuse do you have for being so late?"
 
   Dylan and Elizabeth exchanged a look before simultaneously responding, "we're pregnant!"
 
   "WHAT?!" Most of the room grew quiet and looked on as Jennifer squealed excitedly and began to fuss over Elizabeth. Dylan was grinning proudly and giving onlookers a thumbs up as Caisey blushed furiously with embarrassment. "When did you find out?"
 
   "I suspected this morning but I waited until Dylan got home before I would take the test, I was too scared to do it alone."
 
   "Oh Darling, waiting all day and not knowing must have been horrible. You should have called me! I would have come over." They all chuckled at Jennifer's enthusiasm and her overwhelming need to mother everyone.
 
   "What's everyone laughing about," Alex asked, reappearing with Melanie from their duties at the face painting booth. Everyone giggled when they took in the whiskers that Alex now wore and he twitched his nose, pretending not to notice.
 
   "We have news," Elizabeth told him, pausing patiently as Bentley and Dallas walked up with the kids. "We're having a baby!" Melanie squealed in much the same manner that Jennifer did, drawing attention again as hugs and congratulations were exchanged.
 
   "They're getting a baby and we can't even have a puppy," Peyton mumbled and Caisey giggled, shaking her head no at her pouting daughter.
 
   "So what do you think, you ready to see Dylan try to tackle a baby," Caisey asked Bentley later that night as they lay in bed. Bentley lay on his back, his torso angled slightly to face Caisey, she lay on propped up on her side with one of her legs thrown over his waist as he massaged her calf thoughtlessly. The kids were asleep in the living room after an exhausting and exciting evening with their friends and family.
 
   Bentley chuckled, "yeah, it should be interesting watching him try to handle a pregnant Elizabeth, but I think he'll do okay. My cousin loves that woman more than life and he's always been great with kids. Dylan was meant to be a dad, same with Liz being a mom." Caisey nodded her head appreciatively, reaching over to run her fingers through Bentley's messy hair before laying back on her pillow. "What's it like Caisey?"
 
   "Hmm?"
 
   "Being a new mom."
 
   "Oh..umm.." Caisey thought about his words for a minute, remembering back to when Peyton was born. "It's hard, exhausting… Honestly, I don't know what I expected from Matt but he wasn't much help at all." She contemplated how to explain to someone who'd never had kids how completely life changing it was. "Remember what, I imagine, it was like when you started your residency, working all of those hours… why are you laughing?"
 
   "Your addiction to Grey's Anatomy astounds me."
 
   "Shut up," she smacked him and giggled. "Do you want to hear this or not?"
 
   "Yes, I'm sorry," he chuckled and put on a straight face.
 
   "Anyways, it's like being so beyond exhausted you think you can't possibly go on any longer but somehow this overwhelming love you feel for this complete stranger is enough to keep you going. It's amazing how gratifying it is to feel them wrap their tiny little hand around your finger for the first time or the first time they hold their head up all on their own. You're going to adore watching this little one grow."
 
   Caisey looked over to Bentley to see his beautiful green eyes watching her intently. "I love you so much Caisey Groves," Bentley told her, rising up to hover over her and place a loving kiss on her lips. Caisey smiled against his lips, wrapping her arms around his neck and running her hands up into his hair. Bentley deepened the kiss, running the tip of his tongue along her bottom lip until she moaned softly and opened for him.
 
   "Mommy," a tiny voice called, a light tap on the bedroom door as it slowly opened and Bentley pulled back. Cayden stood in the doorway holding his teddy bear, his tiny fist rubbing his eyes as he looked through the darkness at his mother as she sat up in bed.
 
   "Hi baby, what are you doing up," Caisey asked, climbing out of Bentley's bed and going over to pick up her son.
 
   "I had a bad dweam," he sniffled, laying his head on Caisey's shoulder and popping his thumb in his mouth, which Caisey reflexively removed.
 
   "Aww honey, I told you all that candy wasn't good before bed." He sniffled and nodded in agreement, Caisey pressed a kiss against his slightly sweaty forehead and smiled apologetically at Bentley. "Do you want mommy to come lay down with you?" Cayden nodded again. "Okay, let's go."
 
   Caisey tucked Cayden in next to his sister and laid down beside him, holding him against her chest as she stroked his hair and softly sang to him. He hugged his teddy bear and looked up at her face, his free hand reached up to play with a strand of hair hanging down in her face. She kissed his hand and continued to sing softly until they both dozed off on the pull out bed in Bentley's living room.
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   Caisey let herself in through the front door of the office Monday morning feeling particularly happy for a Monday morning. Maybe Melanie was starting to rub off on her, god forbid. She was a little earlier than normal so Melanie wasn't yet there and she assumed Bentley would be in his office looking over his list of patients for the day. Dropping her purse and her now empty thermos on her desk, she headed toward the break room to start the coffee maker when she heard a couple of nurses talking.
 
   "Did you hear what she was wearing? ... To a child's function no less." It was Ashley Morris's voice that Caisey recognized, her already snooty tone sounding disapproving and judgmental. She went on to describe the outfit that Caisey had worn for Halloween and talked about how inappropriately she and Bentley had acted. "And that brat of hers, dressed up as Bentley," she sneered.
 
   Caisey had remembered Ashley from high school; she wasn't surprised to find out that she still lived in Conflict when she moved back. Her faux enthusiasm about working with Caisey hadn't fooled anyone but Caisey wasn't one to split hairs, so it wasn't that surprising to hear her talking behind her back. It was, however, upsetting to hear her insulting her son. Ashley had always been jealous of Caisey's relationship with Matt in high school; it wasn't too far of a stretch that she'd be jealous of her relationship with Bentley now. Bentley was, after all, a very eligible bachelor before Caisey had come along.
 
   It was Katie Sawyer, one of the nurses and another girl Caisey had gone to school with, who spoke next. "I don't know Ash, I saw Cayden's costume and I thought it was pretty adorable." Ashley scoffed and Katie defended her in the soft passive aggressive tone that she normally kept. "Just because you don't like her doesn't mean you have to be rude."
 
   "She just doesn't belong here Kate, she didn't back then and she doesn't now. She never deserved Matt and I was right to believe so, look at how that turned out."
 
   "I heard he was the one who didn't exactly hold up his end of the marriage." They were quiet for a second and Caisey was sure that Ashley was staring daggers at Katie right then.
 
   "Well regardless, I guess we finally know who he preferred now don't we," Ashley boasted and Katie gasped.
 
   "Ashley, you're not…"
 
   "Why not, he was always meant to be mine, Katie. If Caisey Groves had never moved to Conflict he would have always been mine."
 
   "How can you even stand him, he abandoned his kids."
 
   Ashley snorted, "So says her. Matt says they're not even his kid, that's why Caisey has sole custody."
 
   Caisey jumped when she felt a soft hand on her shoulder and she turned to see an angry looking Melanie standing behind her. She gave Melanie a timid smile, embarrassed at being caught snooping, but Melanie just pulled her into a hug. Really, Caisey wasn't surprised. Matt had said worse to her face, it wasn't all that hurtful anymore to know that he didn't love his kids. Ashley had always followed Matt around like a dog; if he was lonely she would be an easy companion. Let her have him, they deserved each other.
 
   Katie walked out of the break room red faced and looking aggravated. Barely noticing Caisey and Melanie until she almost bumped into them. "Oh Caisey, hi," she smiled, embarrassed and holding the files she was carrying against her chest. "Good morning, Melanie."
 
   "Good morning Katie," Caisey smiled, not letting on that she'd overheard their conversation, Melanie's face was less convincing. Ashley walked out of the room, obviously having heard Katie's surprise, looking wide eyed and guilty. "Ashley."
 
   "Good morning Caisey, how was your weekend?" Her tone had the familiar forced sweetness and Caisey internally rolled her eyes at the fakeness that surrounded this girl. Ashley had always been false and the biggest gossip, she'd been Caisey's friend until Matt showed interest in her and then she'd only kept her close to get information and spread rumors. Caisey had mostly ignored her but it was nice to know that something's never change.
 
   "It was fine, thank you for asking." Melanie rolled her eyes at Ashley who pretended not to notice and kept walking to her station. Katie looked at them, looking torn before following quickly behind her.
 
   "You should have put her in her place," Melanie stated, leading Caisey into the break room and starting the coffee maker. She walked over the fridge and deposited a Tupperware container for lunch, pulling out the coffee creamer and sitting it on the counter while Caisey grabbed two mugs from the cabinet above the sink.
 
   Caisey shrugged, taking a seat at the table while they waited for the coffee to brew. "Ashley doesn't bother me, what or who Matt does is no longer any of my business." Melanie eyed her skeptically and Caisey rolled her eyes at her. "I assure you that Matt has said a lot worse to my face, I'm not concerned about what he tells his latest fling."
 
   "I have to say, you're very mature about this. I think if Dallas were to ever put me through half of what Matt did to you… Well let's just say he wouldn't physically be able to have a latest fling." Caisey giggled as Melanie poured each of them a cup of coffee and they headed back to their desk to get ready for the day.
 
   …
 
   "Caisey," Katie's timid voice pulled Caisey's attention from the book she was reading as she ate the chicken Caesar salad that Melanie had offered to share with her. "Would you mind if I sat with you?"
 
   "Of course," Caisey smiled, pulling her feet off of the extra chair at the table and shifting her things to make room for Katie's lunch. They sat in a comfortable silence for a moment, much like they had when they'd eaten lunch together in High school. It was one of the things that Caisey had always like about Katie, she never felt the need to fill a silence with idle chit chat. Caisey went back to her book for a few more minutes before she felt Katie's gaze on her. "What's up?"
 
   Katie blushed and swallowed the bite of her sandwich she'd been chewing. "Caisey, I'm really sorry about earlier." Caisey tried to look confused by what she meant but it was clear that Katie wasn't buying it.
 
   "Honestly Kate, don't even worry about it."
 
   "I am worried about it though; I know you and Ash have always had your differences, especially about Matt, but I don't want you to think that I condone anything that she said at all. You and Bentley are adorable together and your kids are amazing." Caisey blushed, feeling her heart swell with pride. Sure, she knew her kids were pretty great but it was always nice to hear someone else say it too.
 
   "As far as Ashley is concerned, Matt has always hung the moon and stars. After nine years with him, I can tell you that he most certainly doesn't. He's not the man that I thought he would be and if he's the kind of man that she wants then I wish them both the best of luck. Frankly, I'm perfectly fine with him telling people that Peyton and Cayden aren't his, because they're not. He relinquished custody and they are mine. As long as he continued to not send child support and stays out of our lives, he can say what he wants about me."
 
   Katie nodded in understanding and gave Caisey a supportive smile. "I'm really glad you're back Caisey, we need to hang out like we used to." Caisey agreed and the girls lulled back into their comfortable silence, enjoying the rest of their lunch break.
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   No toilet paper, great. Caisey's blood was warm with alcohol, her cheeks red and splotched in the mirror above the vanity in Elizabeth's guest bath. The boys—Alex, Dylan, Dallas, Bentley, Lincoln and Cayden—had taken a trip into Boston for a Seahawks game and were going to stay the night. Melanie and Elizabeth insisted on a sleepover, which had turned into a wine tasting and Magic Mike screening after Peyton had fallen asleep. Luckily Jennifer had enough sense to bring a twin sized air mattress with her so they could move her sleeping daughter to the other room before they started getting too tipsy.
 
   Caisey shakily squatted down to riffle through Liz's cabinets looking for a spare roll of toilet paper. She pulled out a blue and yellow cardboard box, sitting it on the ground and finding her treasure. "Yes," she sighed in victory, standing up and knocking over the forgotten box. A mixture of plastic wrapped white sticks scattered the floor and Caisey cursed, kneeling back down to pick them up. Reading the Ovulation and Pregnancy Test box, Caisey began calculating her last period. She'd never been regular, always fluctuating with stress and struggling with her weight as a teenager. At the time of his confession, Caisey had pitied Bentley for his condition but it had made their sex lives much simpler. Having two kids to look after, they relied heavily on their ability to sneak around and keep quiet.
 
   She opened one of the unused tests and shrugged, for old time's sake. As she washed her hands, Caisey examined her dilated pupils and giggled. It'd been a long time since she'd been drunk; in fact, she couldn't remember the last time that she'd drank like this. Even before the kids, Caisey had always played babysitter to Matt's drunken antics in college. Melanie had fought hard to convince her to join their fun tonight, only caving when Elizabeth's assured her that she could safely chaperone Peyton since she was the sober prego on site.
 
   "Caisey," Melanie knocked on the door, her voice whiny and urgent. "I have to pee, hurry up!" Caisey laughed and opened the bathroom door, letting Melanie slip in as she slipped out to join her friends back in the living room. Jennifer handled her liquor better than Melanie or Caisey, but she still seemed a little uneasy on her feet as she picked out their next movie and put it in the blu-ray player.
 
   "Alex used to have abs like that," Jennifer sighed, grasping the case of Step-Up2 as she flopped onto the couch next to Caisey. Elizabeth groaned and Caisey giggled, "Oh like it's any easier knowing what you and my son do." They all laughed and Elizabeth rubbed her barely bloated stomach affectionately.
 
   Melanie walked back into the room looking drastically more sober than she had been before she went in and caught Caisey's eye. Elizabeth and Jennifer chatted about the baby and didn't seem to notice as Melanie beckoned her back out into the hallway. "What's the matter? You look like you're losing your buzz," Caisey teased but Melanie shook her head, handing Caisey a used pregnancy test. "You're pregnant?"
 
   "No Caisey… you're pregnant." Her stomach dropped as she remembered opening one of the plastic packages, just for fun. She'd placed it on the counter while she'd washed her hands and completely forgotten about it when Melanie had knocked on the door. "Is it—please don't hate me—but is it Bentley's?"
 
   Caisey couldn't talk, she couldn't breathe. Her hand reflexively touched her stomach as she looked from the pink plus sign to the concerned eyes of her best friend and nodded. How could… what was she going to do? They'd only been dating a few months; sure, he'd recently expressed a little interest in having her and the kids move in with him but they hadn't really discussed it.
 
   Melanie chewed on her lip, her eyes lit up with excitement that she obviously tried to hide behind her concern for Caisey who suddenly looked ill. "I know this wasn't planned or anything but… think about how happy Bentley's going to be," Melanie said softly, placing a comforting hand on Caisey's shoulder as she tried to ground her.
 
   "What if he's not," she whispered, the last 5 years of her life suddenly playing like a movie in her mind. Matt had played the supportive part for a while too; what if Bentley decided he didn't want kids after all? She had struggled with Cayden and Peyton alone, how could she possibly handle a third? A tiny baby to start all over again; could she handle going it alone?
 
   "What's going on," Jennifer called before she and Elizabeth walked into the hallway. Elizabeth stopped and looked between her two friends before honing in on the pregnancy test in Caisey's hand.
 
   "Melanie," Liz asked; Melanie shook her head and a few stray tears fell down Caisey's cheek. "Oh Caisey," Liz gasped, throwing her arms around Caisey in a comforting embrace as she began to cry.
 
   The buzz and relaxed atmosphere of their evening dissipated quickly as Melanie filled Jennifer in and the three women wondered how to comfort Caisey. Her response was understandable, though undoubtedly heightened by the amount of alcohol in her system, but it was Jennifer who found the words to soothe here.
 
   "My dear girl," she spoke softly, moving into Liz's place and holding her pseudo daughter. "I know that you feel overwhelmed now but think about your children, this baby will be as much of a blessing as they are. You're a wonderful mother and I know that your heart bears more than your fair share of scars, but Bentley is going to be an amazing father Caisey." Melanie rubbed the girl's back as she started to sniffle and nodded, her head still buried in Jennifer's strong shoulder. "You've changed him so much in the short time you've been in his life darling; this baby is going to be the biggest blessing he could ever ask for."
 
   …
 
   Caisey fiddled with the sleeves of her sweater in nervousness, pulling the material down over her hands repeatedly as they drove towards Bentley's house. They'd arrived back home around ten o'clock in the morning and Bentley had picked her and Peyton up to start their weekend together.
 
   Cayden talked animatedly in the backseat about all of the great food they'd had and all of the people. He even let slip that Bentley and Grandpa had let him stay up past bed time last night, but he quickly covered with an apology to Bentley for telling their secret. Caisey laughed and shook her head, the humor not quite reaching her eyes. Reaching across the center console, Bentley took her fidgeting hands in his and gave her a concerned look. She half smiled, hoping to comfort him but failing. Jennifer's words echoed in her head over and over again as they drove and she tried to calm her racing thoughts.
 
   The kids ran off to play in the guest bedroom that Bentley had transitioned into a playroom for them as soon as the front door was open, leaving Bentley and Caisey alone. She sighed, smoothing her hands over her ponytail as she felt him come up behind her and wrap his arms around her waist. Caisey jumped at his touch and immediately felt guilty for herself to be so on edge. "Baby, talk to me," he's soft tone pleaded close to her ear. "What's wrong?"
 
   She pulled a deep breath into her lungs and slowly let it out, turning around to face him. Bentley's expression was one of torment, his eyes filled with concern as she gathered her strength. "Bentley, how do you know you can't have kids?"
 
   His heart clenched at her words and he felt his world slowly beginning to fall down around him. Not again… "I umm- when I was a teenager, after I got sick, the doctor told me that the affliction likely left me sterile."
 
   "Likely," she asked and he ran his hands through his hair. He hoped she wouldn't hold onto that, not the way that Jaclyn had.
 
   "Yes Caisey, but Jaclyn and I tried- for years, we tried- but I couldn't give her children and I'm sorry that I can't give you anymore, either. I understand that you're still young and may want to expand your family but baby I love your kids so much, as if they were my own, and I've come to terms with the-"
 
   "I'm pregnant."
 
   Bentley stopped mid rant and froze, his face falling completely expressionless as he stared at her. Caisey's heart broke as she watched his eyes filled with sorrow and betrayal; she reached for him but he stepped back. She stopped, letting her hands fall to her side; that's when it hit her, he thought she cheated… just like Melanie.
 
   "Bentley.." he couldn't look her in the eye. "Bentley… it's yours. I'm having your baby Bentley." It took a long minute for her words to register; she waited patiently as the truth sunk in and the color drained from his face. She almost laughed when his mouth fell open and then she was in his arms.
 
   Caisey yelped and laughed as Bentley hugged her close and kissed her face and neck repeatedly, laughing along with her. "Oh my God, thank you thank you thank you," he sat her on her feet and dropped to his knees in front of her. Gripping her hips firmly and pulling her against him; he pressed his lips to her stomach, kissing her through the cover of her sweater. "I'm going to take such good care of you… all of you," his green eyes met her brown and her heart skipped a beat. "Marry me Caisey."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Marry me," he rose up and wrapped her in his arms, their faces only inches apart. "I know this isn't right, I don't have a ring but… I want you and the kids to live here with me, I want to be a family. You, Cayden and Peyton… you're my family now. I've never loved anyone as much as I love you and your kids." She blanched, unable to respond as she listened to his declaration; her heart torn. "We can live here, we can buy a new place, or move to Boston- just marry me Caisey, make me the happiest man in the world."
 
   "Say yes." They turned to see Peyton and Cayden standing in the doorway of the living room, Peyton's arm around her brother as he held tight to his new Seahawks teddy bear, their eyes wide and anxious.
 
   Caisey looked to her kids and then to Bentley, her eyes filled with tears as she saw the adoration that flowed so freely between them. A lump formed in her throat and she swallowed it before nodding. "Yes."
 
   "Yes," he breathed.
 
   "Yes.. Yes.. Yes, I'll marry you," she nodded and tears of joy began sliding down her face as Bentley wrapped her in her arms again. Two tiny bodies pressed into her legs and they broke apart; together they picked up their kids and held them, kissing chastely on the lips and both hugging Peyton and Cayden in turn. "I love you so much Bentley."
 
   "I love you too Caisey; all of you."
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   Caisey snuggled in closer to Bentley's shoulder, her torso stretched around the center console as he drove towards the Boston city limits. One of the perks being engaged to Alex Carson's nephew was his hook up in the medical community. With his recommendation they were able to get in with one of the best OBGYNs in Boston with barely more than a few days’ notice. Caisey had insisted that she was fine to go alone, but Bentley wouldn't hear of it. He'd closed to office for the day and Cheryl had agreed to take care of the kids.
 
   They had a 10:30 appointment with Dr. Greene and then they were planning to grab lunch and do a little Christmas shopping. It felt good, being back in the city; Caisey missed the busy sidewalks and the charisma from all the little shops they passed. When her kids were babies it had been one of her favorite things to do, putting them in their strollers and walking the sidewalks to absorb all the liveliness around them. You didn't get that in Conflict.
 
   As they waited in the exam room for the doctor, Bentley was a visible mess. He sat on the stool beside Caisey, drumming his fingers on his knees nervously and looking around at all of the informative posters on the walls. "Baby, calm down," she giggled, reaching over and placing her hand on top of his to comfort him. His anxiety was kind of cute, but she was the one sitting here in a gown waiting to be violated by a stranger with metal instruments.
 
   "I'm sorry," he gave her an apologetic grin that melted her heart, taking her hand in his and kissing her fingertips gently. "I've been the doctor more times than I can count, being the patient is a much different story."
 
   There was a knock on the door and they each sat up a little straighter as the doctor entered. Greene was a pristine woman; in her mid-thirties she wore her perfectly blonde hair up in a tight bun on top of her head and very basic make up. "Miss Groves, Mister Carson; how are you doing this beautiful Thursday morning?" She walked over to the small silver sink and began washing her hands before opening the manila folder the nurse had left her. "Alex told me you're expecting, congratulations! I see this will be your third, Caisey?"
 
   Both the Doctor and Bentley looked to her expectantly and she nodded politely. "Yes, Cayden will be 6 in February and Peyton 8 in May."
 
   "Still a pro then, I like that." She offered a kind smiled and Bentley seemed to relax a little, which relieved some of Caisey's anxiety considerably. "A new father though, as I understand it, Bentley?" He nodded and she patted his hand comfortingly, taking a seat on the stool that was positioned at the foot of the bed where Caisey sat. "Well I've known your family a long time, you've got a great support system behind the both of you. So how about we take a look, see what's going on?"
 
   The exam was just as uncomfortable as Caisey remembered. There were the preliminary health questions and checkpoints before the doctor was ready for their first ultrasound. Despite Bentley's medical training, she took the time to explain the probe and the process to him before they got started. Caisey was worried he might feel slightly insulted but was relieved that the information seemed to relax him a lot. Bentley like to have control, in all aspects, and watching the whole process seemed to put him on edge.
 
   Doctor Greene massaged Caisey's stomach with her left hand as her right hand slid the wand into place. The intention may have been to relieve the pressure and help Caisey's muscles relax but it really didn't help her discomfort at all. She clenched Bentley's hand just slightly before the pressure eased slightly and a small whooshing sound filled the room. In that moment, her heart stopped.
 
   Bentley looked at Caisey, his eyes filled with tears as he looked into her own. The Doctor reached over and touched something on the screen before turning it towards them. "If you look right here, there's your baby…" They looked at the little grey peanut on the screen, a little pull in her uterus as the probe was adjusted and then, "and there's your little surprise. I'd estimate you're right around 7 weeks."
 
   Caisey's heart stopped, she squeezed Bentley's hand and sat up on her elbows to look at the screen closer. Two. Two little grey peanuts. Two separate whooshing sounds she hadn't noticed before. Bentley's eyes held the same self-doubt and anxiety that she felt inside but he smiled, squeezed her hand in comfort and kissed her knuckles comfortingly.
 
   The rest of the appointment went smoothly. They were given a print out of the babies and plenty of reading material, a few diet and other health recommendations for Caisey and an appointment date down the road. Bentley and Caisey didn't talk as they left the office or drove towards the restaurant. July 1st, one week before Elizabeth and Dylan's baby was due. Guilt chewed at her with the thought that she was stealing some of Elizabeth's flory. They'd waited a long time for this, Caisey and Bentley hadn't even tried to get pregnant.
 
   "Okay, you're killing me… I can't read your mind. What are you thinking?" Bentley's eyes were filled with anguish as he pulled Caisey from her reverie. They were at the mall now, window shopping in silence, much the same way they'd spent their meal. Caisey blinked at him, not responding and he pulled her over to an empty bench, out of the path of those passing by. "Baby, talk to me… I know, it's a shock."
 
   "Elizabeth's going to hate me."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Elizabeth… and Dylan. They've tried for such a long time and now… Now, not only are we going to have an unplanned baby before them but… but we're getting two." A smirk crossed Bentley's face, he ran his knuckles lovingly down the side of Caisey's face before laughing softly and kissing the tip of her nose. "Why are you laughing at me," she frowned.
 
   "Because, I've been going out of my mind for the past two hours thinking- thinking, God! That you were regretting agreeing to marry me, regretting getting pregnant, regretting me… but you're just worried about Elizabeth." She frowned again and nodded in confirmation, he smoothed the deep v that formed between her brows in worry and kissed her tenderly. "That is one of the reasons that I love you Caisey Groves, you are an amazing and selfless woman. I couldn't possibly pick a better woman to mother and raise my children."
 
   Caisey's frown disappeared and she returned his kiss, snuggling into his embrace. "I love you Bentley. We are going to be the happiest people in the world; sickeningly so." Bentley laughed and kissed the top of her head in agreement, holding her in his arms as the other shoppers rushed past and they enjoyed their own bubble of joy.
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   Despite Caisey's insistence that it was bad luck, Bentley picked up a baby item. She couldn't really blame him, he was excited and she remembered being the same way when she found out she was pregnant with Peyton. They perused a small children's boutique in the mall and Bentley had left her in the racks while he talked to the saleswoman behind the counter. He returned a few minutes later with matching white knit blankets with "Carson" embroidered in baby blue on them.
 
   "Blue," she asked, cocking an eyebrow in amusement.
 
   Bentley blushed, shuffling his feet slightly. "It's not because I'm hoping for boys or anything, I just think blue and white are really unisex and—"
 
   "I'm just teasing you," she giggled, standing on her tiptoes to kiss his slightly reddened cheek. "They're wonderful; you're wonderful."
 
   Bentley carried their accumulated bags in one hand, holding Caisey's hand in the other as they left the store. "Why don't you sit down and I'll go run our bags out to the car before we do anymore shopping," he offered, leading her over to a bench similar to the one they'd stopped at earlier.
 
   "I can come with you," she offered, but he shook his head.
 
   "I'll be right back." Caisey rolled her eyes as Bentley kissed her forehead and headed out towards the parking lot. She looked around the mall, watching the happy couples and mothers toting toddlers as they went about their business, before pulling out her phone and calling to check on the kids. They were still in school; Cheryl wouldn't be picking them up for a few more hours, so Elizabeth answered her call.
 
   "How'd it go," Liz asked excitedly, completely ignoring Caisey's reason for calling.
 
   She sighed, "umm… it went well. Everything looks good and we got to hear the babies' heartbeats."
 
   "Did they give you your due date?"
 
   "Yeah, July 1st," Caisey chewed on her lip furiously, trying to calm her nerves. She was surprised when, instead of getting upset, Liz squealed excitedly into the phone.
 
   "We're going to be pregnant together, oh Caisey this is so exciting—"
 
   "You're… You're not mad," she asked uncertainly.
 
   "Mad? Why would I be mad?"
 
   "Well I just know that you and Dylan have been waiting such a long time for this and now I just feel like Bentley and I are sort of stepping on your toes."
 
   "Pssh," Liz laughed and Caisey instantly felt a little foolish. They were friends; of course Elizabeth would be happy for them. "All I care about is getting to hold our little one at the end of all of this."
 
   Caisey saw Bentley approaching and she ended the call with his sister-in-law, feeling slightly more excited about the babies. A huge weight had definitely been lifted off her shoulders. He walked up to her with a big smile, which she greeted with suspicion but he brushed off her questions. "Who were you on the phone with?"
 
   "Liz, I wanted to check on the kids but I never really did get around to that…" she trailed off in realization. Bentley chuckled sitting down next to Caisey and pulling her into his arms, kissing the top of her head. "She's not mad, she's really excited for us."
 
   "I knew she wouldn't be. You gotta give her more credit than that baby; all the women in my family have…" Bentley was cut off by Caisey's phone ringing; she checked the caller ID, confused, before answering.
 
   "Hey Liz is everything o-"
 
   "THE BABIES?" Elizabeth's high pitched shrill rang through the phone and Caisey had to pull the speaker away from her ear before permanent damage could be done. "Caisey.. Caisey, are you there? Caisey?"
 
   "Yeah Liz, I'm here. You can take it down a notch or forty."
 
   "The BABIES Caisey, you said BABIES."
 
   Caisey giggled, "Yeah Liz, we're have twins."
 
   Bentley smiled down at her in understanding and chuckled, pulling the phone out of Caisey's hand and put it against his own ear. "Thank you for calling Liz, but I'm stealing my lady back from you. We only get so much alone time," he winked and Caisey grinned. She couldn't hear what Liz responded but he gave her his love and hung up, handing Caisey her phone back. "Where to now M'lady?"
 
   Caisey giggled and plopped a large scoop of ice cream into her mouth before offering a spoon full to Bentley as he drove. They'd managed to pick up a couple of Christmas presents and Caisey had even managed to place a gold pocket watch she caught Bentley admiring on lay-away at the jewelry store where they'd picked up a pendant for Jennifer. Afterwards he'd treated Caisey to ice cream from her favorite parlor and they'd decided to head back home.
 
   "Thank you for today Bentley," she smiled over at him.
 
   Bentley looked at her with adoring eyes, reaching over across the middle console to place his hand flat against her stomach. "Thank you for today, Caisey. For everything."
 
   Bentley's warm voice whispered softly in her ear, rousing Caisey from the sleep she'd slipped into halfway through their drive. She opened her eyes to find the dull yellow light of Bentley's garage as he unfastened her seatbelt and lifted her effortlessly into his arms. Normally she would have protested but the day had taken a lot out of her and his loving embrace was so comforting. With a little effort, Bentley was able to put her to bed before carrying their packages inside.
 
   Bentley had called Lincoln after Caisey had fallen asleep, he had agreed to bring the kids over after dinner and he wanted their new room to be ready by the time they got there. It was supposed to be a surprise, both for the kids and for Caisey, but she'd passed out before he could reveal the fruits of his labor. Or really, Jennifer's labor.
 
   He opened the door that had been his spare room and smiled at how great it looked, how he'd always wanted it to look. Four walls, two painted in green and blue with Go Diego! Go! decals and the other painted a princess pink with various Disney characters displayed. Cayden's bed was one of the red race car beds kids his age tended to favor, and Jennifer had managed to find a Cinderella carriage bed for Peyton. It was almost too perfect, like it was something out of a movie, but Bentley knew Caisey would only be focused on the beds.
 
   Cayden and Peyton had shared a bed since moving to Conflict and, while it didn't seem to bother the kids, he knew that it bothered Caisey to no end. Jennifer had washed their new sheets and left them folded on the top of the dresser so he busied himself with making the beds and pulled out pajamas for them to sleep in. He hoped they were still the right size, the kids grew like weeds.
 
                 …              
 
    
 
   "Bentley, can I ask you a question," Bentley chuckled as he brushed out Peyton's wet hair after he'd given them both baths and gotten them ready for bed. Peyton was 7, she had plenty of questions to ask and never hesitated, this new development was no doubt temporary and due to Cheryl's influence.
 
   "Of course beautiful girl, you can always ask me anything." He looked over to where Cayden sat at the foot of his new bed, pretending to drive his race car and smiled. The level of happiness these two brought him seemed to be endless.
 
   "Do you love us?"
 
   "Of course," he responded without hesitation.
 
   "And you love mommy?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "And you're going to marry mommy?"
 
   "Mhmm."
 
   "Are you going to be our daddy?"
 
   Bentley paused, his brush halfway down Peyton slightly tamed curls. She turned around on her bed to face him, her eyes wide and curious with the innocence of her age. "Do you want… do you want me to be your daddy?" Bentley swallowed the lump in his throat and she nodded, waiting patiently for his answers. "I want that baby girl, I want that very much."
 
    
 
   



 
  



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _Toc443169482]CHAPTER THIRTY
 
    
 
    
 
   Because they'd closed the office on Thursday, Bentley had extended their Friday hours to a full day. Caisey had grown accustomed to getting off early on Fridays so being in the office around 3:30 just felt wrong. Things were quiet, they'd had a few breaks in the schedule this afternoon and Bentley was in his office catching up on… well whatever it was that Bentley did when he didn't have patients. With the waiting room empty and their paperwork done, Caisey and Melanie sat at the front desk trying to make the next hour pass by quicker than the last.
 
   "Mom is ecstatic about the twins," Melanie offered up, tossing aside the magazine she'd been flipping through and turning to Caisey for her new source of entertainment. "Dad had to convince her not to call or come over last night for details."
 
   Caisey laughed at the thought of Jennifer showing up in the middle of the night demanding to know what they were going to name the babies. "It's a good thing she didn't; I passed out on our way back from Boston last night and completely slept through the night. Thankfully Bentley is so thoughtful or my kids might have been stuck with Lincoln all night, I didn't even get to see their room until this morning."
 
   "Oh yay," Melanie clapped excitedly. "I've been dying for you to find out so that we could talk about it! How did the kids like the room? What do you think? My mom was over the moon when Bentley called her about it, she's been sending me pictures and samples for weeks."
 
   "Weeks?"
 
   "Yeah, after the first night that the kids stayed over; Bentley wanted them to have somewhere of their own whenever you three came over."
 
   Caisey couldn't help the smile that spread across her lips as she thought about how sweet Bentley was. They'd talked several times about the possibility of moving in together, never seriously though and it just always felt a little strange to Caisey. But now, with the babies coming, they were seriously considering it. Waking up this morning, concerned for her kids, then finding them sleeping in the most amazing children's bedroom she could ever imagine… in their own beds… Thinking about it again brought a tear to her eye and she had to wipe it away.
 
   God, she hoped this wasn't the start of some crazy pregnancy hormones. Cayden's gestation had gone relatively smoothly, but Peyton's… just the thought of it made Caisey want to hide under the bed for the next several months; poor Bentley.
 
   "Ugh! Don't tell me you're getting all hormonal now, too… I swear you guys are barely pregnant and Elizabeth is already an emotional mess." Caisey giggled at the sheer disgust in Melanie's voice, thankful for the comic relief from the heaviness building on her heart. "Are you going to move in there now?"
 
   "Umm… yeah, I guess. I mean, we've talked about it a little bit but haven't really made any decisions but now the kids have their own room and they're ecstatic about going back there tonight, plus with the babies coming we'll have to eventually."
 
   "Plus the fact that my cousin proposed to you and you have yet to mention it." Melanie stated flatly, causing Caisey's mouth to snap shut and her eyes to widen comically. "Geez Caisey, I know you're new to this whole family thing but you must have known it'd come up."
 
   "It wasn't a real proposal Melanie; he hasn't even mentioned it since it happened. He was caught up in the moment and…"
 
   "Caisey," Melanie rolled her eyes, shaking her head. "Bentley had planned to marry you since your first date. My cousin and I are closer than you think. He hasn't done a real proposal yet because he knows that, logically, it's too soon and that you've both been divorced so that's a factor plus he wants to think about the kids. But don't downplay what he said just because you're pregnant; he may not have mentioned it to you again yet, probably too scared of how you'll react, but he's mentioned it to my family and Lincoln—"
 
   "You talk to Lincoln," she asked and Melanie nodded, now it was Caisey's turn to roll her eyes.
 
   "Lincoln likes Bentley, and he loves me! He's always going to be skeptical, especially after what Matt did, because you're his baby girl. But he knows that Bentley makes you happy and he wants you to have a happy life."
 
   After dinner that night Caisey and Bentley lay on the couch watching another Hitchcock film while the kids played in their new room with some toys Caisey had brought over from Lincoln's. Bentley in his favorite plaid pajama pants and a plain white tee-shirt, Caisey in a pair of yoga pants and a camisole; he looked utterly delicious. Snuggled close together she breathed in the intoxicating scent of his skin—body wash, cologne and something else that was all man—all Bentley.
 
   He hadn't touched her since she told him she was pregnant. While that was really only less than a week, it was longer than they'd been able to keep their hands off of each other since the first time they'd slept together at Lincoln's house. The thought gnawed at her and she gnawed at her bottom lip until it was ready to break, before Bentley reached over and pulled it from between her teeth. She looked up at him with guilty eyes and he kissed her forehead.
 
   "Your lip sent out a distressed call and I'm responding to help." She rolled her eyes and looked back to the television, not responding. "What's wrong, you've been quiet all evening?"
 
   "I'm fine," Caisey lied and he sighed, pausing the moving and shifting so that he could see her face better.
 
   "Caisey, talk to me." She looked up into Bentley's pleading green stare and felt her insides turning to mush. "Did I do something to upset you?"
 
   "Why haven't you touched me?" He raised an eyebrow and looked to where his hand rest of her thigh and she rolled her eyes again, it was honestly becoming a nasty habit that she needed to break before one of the kids started doing it. "Ever since I told you that I was pregnant, we haven't… been together, like that and I want to know why? Are you… I mean, do you find me less attractive?"
 
   "What? Caisey's that ridiculous! If anything, I find you more attractive… if that's even possible. The fact that you have my children growing inside of you… it's something I can't even explain."
 
   More attractive, she tried to focus and ignore the excited fluttering in her stomach. "Then why—"
 
   "You really want me to admit it? Caisey, I'm a Doctor… I know better than to believe that I would hurt you or the babies but… it's still really new and I need you to be patient with me. I gave up the idea of this," he motioned between them with his hand for emphasis, "a long time ago and now that it's actually happening, I don't want to do anything to risk it."
 
   Caisey took a minute for his words to sink in before she started laughing. Bentley frowned at her as she laughed, which only added to the humor, and she clutched her sides as she began gasping for breath. "Bentley… oh my god…" she finally said, wiping the tears from her eyes as a few lingering chuckles fell from her lips. "Do you know how worried I've been, going out of my mine every night that maybe you were getting cold feet or the thought of me big and pregnant was turning you off but… You're a Doctor Bentley, you should know—"
 
   "I know," he grumbled. "In my defense I'm a pediatrician, but I'm well aware that our copulation wouldn't affect anything… I just can't seem to shake it and I'm sorry, it's not fair to you. But please, just give me some time."
 
   Caisey nodded in understanding, moving to kiss Bentley's lips softly. "Of course Bentley, I'll give you time."
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   "YOU STUPID BITCH!" The shrill voice traveled across the empty lobby before the front door even had a chance to swing open entirely. It was lunch hour and Melanie had left to eat with Elizabeth at the nursery, leaving Caisey practically alone in the office. Not wanting to be around Ashley, she'd chosen to eat her lunch at her desk but was now regretting that decision.
 
   Jaclyn crossed the lobby quickly, the heels of her stilettos clicking rapidly against the floor as she approached. Her red hair fanned out behind her, her perfectly manicured nail poking out in accusation at Caisey. Caisey replaced the cap of her water bottle calmly, refusing to lose her ground the way that she had before. "Good afternoon, Jacky—wasn't it?"
 
   "You know damn well who I am, Caisey Groves," her voice was pure acid, her eyes glazed over in fury as she stared across the counter at Caisey. The way that she eyed her, assessing her black jeggings and purple cardigan with humor in her eyes, Caisey knew this woman thought nothing of her. It was the same look she'd gotten from many of the popular kids in high school when she started dating Matt, like they thought her dull appearance was laughable.
 
   "What do you want," Caisey asked, forcing her voice to sound bored and uninterested as she pretended to be busy with something on the computer.
 
   "I want you to go away," she seethed and Caisey visibly rolled her eyes. She began to reach for a pen when Jaclyn swept her hands over the counter, clearing it in one quick sweep and sending that Caisey had recently rearranged scattering onto the floor.
 
   Her temper flared and Caisey stood, slamming her open palm onto the desk and narrowing her gaze at Jaclyn. "I'm sorry to be the one to break it to you, Jacky, but I'm not going anywhere. So why don't you just get back in your car and drive your happy little ass back to Boston. "
 
   "Happy? I won't be happy until I have Bentley back and you're out on the streets. Who did you sleep with to get pregnant, huh? Or are you just faking the whole thing to get money out of him?"
 
   "You're insane," Caisey glared at her, folding her arms across her chest and refusing to back down; where was Melanie?
 
   "Insane? You're insane if you think a stupid little tramp like you is going to come between me and my alimony checks. Bentley's requesting that I go through a fertility test now; his lawyer wants to change the terms of our divorce. I know that this is because of you," she reached across the counter and jabbed Caisey painfully in the check with her pointy little finger.
 
   "Look Jacky—"
 
   "Jaclyn!"
 
   "—if you think that your legal situation with Bentley has anything to do with me, you're dead wrong. I didn't know anything about him filing anything, but I honestly don't blame him. You divorced him because he couldn't give you kids, though obviously the judge was a fucking moron for accepting those grounds considering you knew long before you two married, but we got pregnant almost the first time. Obviously something doesn't add up and Bentley is smart enough, he would have figured that out eventually."
 
   For a moment, Caisey thought she'd won. Jaclyn was stunned into silence, her mouth slightly agape before she did something Caisey would only imagine ever happening in the movies… Jaclyn lunged across the counter, effectively knocking over Caisey's computer screen as she attempted to grab a hold of her. "You little bitch, you ruined everything," Jaclyn screamed, scrambling to find some traction so that she could fully reach Caisey.
 
   "WHAT THE FUCK," Bentley's voice called both of their attention and Jaclyn stopped flailing like the dead fish she resembled. He stormed around the desk and grabbed Jaclyn by the waist, pulling her off the desk and meeting her with a glare. She gaped at Bentley, not sure what to say but obviously plotting some way to get out of the mess she'd created for herself.
 
   "What did you do Jaclyn; trick him into thinking the divorce was his fault? Did he catch you cheating and you decided to blame his infertility for your short comings?" Caisey had no idea where this backbone had come from; it sounded more like Melanie talking than her, if she hadn't heard the words coming out of her own mouth she wouldn't have believed it. "You're the worst kind of person."
 
   "Oh please, like you're any better!" Jaclyn flipped her now messy hair over her shoulder dramatically and folded her arms across her chest, rolling her eyes to complete the bitch look she probably worked so hard to maintain. "All I did was get a little shot every few months, but you… one baby daddy wasn't good enough for you? You had to find yourself a second one; one with more money this time?"
 
   Bentley's face fell; his eyes filled with a pain that made Caisey want nothing more than to walk around the counter and hold him. Jaclyn looked like she'd just eaten something sour, obviously realizing what she'd just confessed and trying to figure out how to get out of it. "Jaclyn… I—I can't believe you would do something like that."
 
   "Oh please," she rolled her eyes again and Caisey noted how displeasing it looked, now it was definitely a habit she needed to break herself of.
 
   "You need to leave, now." Bentley's was a perfectly composed statute, void of all emotion and unwilling to meet Caisey's eyes.
 
   "Whatever, I'll go. But this won't be the last you hear from me, you won't be able to hide behind Bentley forever bitch." Jaclyn turned and left without another glance back, leaving a deafening silence behind her.
 
   "Bentley-"
 
   "Caisey, please… not right now." He walked back to his office, the door shutting her out with a loud bang of finality that caused her to jump. She wrapped her arms around her torso and fought the tears she felt building inside, this was so stupid.
 
   Melanie walked through the door and stopped, surveying the site in front of her. She opened her mouth but Caisey raised her hand to stop her, shaking her head before storming past her and walking out the door.
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   Caisey reached her car before realizing she'd forgotten her purse with her car keys inside. She tugged at the door handle, knowing it wouldn't open before resting her forehead against the cool glass. A quick glance back to the door of the office told her that Melanie was watching her through the window and she wanted nothing more than to escape her questioning gaze. She slapped her hand against the glass before turning and heading back inside.
 
   "Caisey, what-" Caisey brushed past her and headed for her purse, she had almost reached her desk where she had it in the bottom drawer when she stopped herself. Melanie was still watching her, she could feel her eyes on her back as she debated what to do.
 
   She knew what she would have done two, three, nine years ago; she knew what she'd always done with Matt, let him push her away and then she'd run away. Bentley had come after her last time, she knew this time wouldn't be the same. Instead, she left her purse where it was and headed for his office door. She knocked but didn't wait for an answer before letting herself in.
 
   Bentley was sitting behind his desk, his head lay in his hands as he stared blankly at the wood surface. "Bentley, look at me," Caisey told him, somehow managing to keep her voice steady. When he didn't look up she slammed the door, causing him to jump and turn towards her.
 
   "What do you want Caisey," he asked, his tone tired and his eyes duller than they had been just this morning. He looked broken and she almost felt bad for him… almost.
 
   "I want you not to shut me out."
 
   "Caisey, all of this… with Jaclyn, I can't deal with it around you." She felt her temper rise and so did he, because he quickly ran a hand through his hair and changed his approach. "Our marriage was so fucked up and I spent so many years hating myself for the way it ended, but I can't be around you and think about her. I need to get my thoughts straight, I need to…"
 
   "You need to not push me away. I've had one husband push me away and I spent 7 years waiting around for him to decide that I was good enough. Because of him, you don't get that option Bentley. I'm not here when you want me and gone when you don't, we're in this together. So either get your head out of your ass or don't bother coming around anymore."
 
   Caisey turned to open the door but Bentley grabbed her, pulling her back to him and wrapping his arms around her, holding her to him. "Don't go," he begged her, pressing the side of his face to hers, desperately seeking the comfort that only she could give him.
 
   "I'm not going to stay where I'm not wanted," she told him, her resolve threatening to cave in around her. When he didn't respond she turned to face him, placing her hands on either side of his face and kissing him softly. "You mean more to me than Matt ever did, but I won't fight to be wanted when I'm not. You need to decide if you're in this or not because I refuse to live the same mistake twice."
 
   He closed his eyes and she slid easily out of his arms, walking out the door and closing it behind her. Melanie and Katie were cleaning up the mess in the waiting room when Caisey returned for her purse. "Why do you always have to be the center of attention," Ashley snarked, appearing from the back room and fixing Caisey with a bored stare.
 
   "Screw you," Caisey responded, causing Katie to gasp and Melanie to grin. They stopped where they knelt on the floor to watch the exchange.
 
   Ashley glared, stepping closer to Caisey and shoving her in the shoulders weakly. "Screw you Caisey Groves; you didn't belong here in high school and you don't belong here now. So why don't you just do everyone a favor and go ki-"
 
   Caisey's hand made contact with the side of her face with a resounding smack. Ashley stumbled back on her feet, threatening to fall before regaining her footing. One hand on her already red cheek, she back away with her mouth hanging open. "Close your mouth Ash, you're letting the flies in."
 
   She didn't wait for a response, but the look on Ashley's face told her there wouldn't be one. Instead she grabbed her purse and headed for the door, not bothering to look back at her two friends' concerned stares. It had been a hell of a day and she couldn't handle answering their questions right now. So Caisey headed for her car and drove away, leaving Bentley and Ashley behind her.
 
   Caisey drove for hours, she drove until the sunset and her phone finally stopped vibrating in the cup holder of her SUV. 5 missed calls from Lincoln, 2 from Liz and 6 from Melanie. There were no calls from Bentley; not that she'd have answered if he had called, but a text message would have been nice. Melanie had sent 10 of those, mostly just asking what the hell had happened and why she wasn't answering her phone.
 
   She ended up sitting on a large piece of driftwood on the beach near the Hale reservation, a blanket she kept in the trunk wrapped around her shoulders for warmth. Growing up Lincoln had brought her here a lot during her visits, but Caisey's favorite memories of the beach had always been those times she'd come out here alone at night in high school. Just like now, she'd sit on the driftwood with a blanket and look at the stars over the black waves. Someday her kids would be old enough to appreciate this beauty and she would bring them out here to enjoy it.
 
   There were so many unknowns that had existed in her life for weeks now, they'd been slow questions that could easily be ignored for now. All of that changed when Jaclyn walked through that door. Now there was a sense of urgency, a need to know what was going to happen next. Jaclyn's words flowed through her head over and over again, the threats and the curses. She had put on a brave face but the degradation called to a part of her that she tried ignore but now, sitting alone surrounded by darkness, it festered inside of her.
 
   Caisey placed a hand flat on her stomach and resisted the tears that stung her eyes, he hadn't been concerned for her. Hadn't asked about the babies or if Jaclyn had hurt her. Perhaps she'd placed Bentley on a pedestal, desperate for her prince charming after such a long time of feeling alone. These babies would not know the same heartache as her other two children. No matter what happened, that was the one vow she was determined to keep for herself.
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   It took two days for Bentley to show up at her door. Jennifer had practically begged Caisey for an afternoon with the kids; she’d been reluctant had first, not sure where things stood with her and Bentley, but it seemed harmless enough so she'd agreed to let Melanie pick the kids up. They'd only been gone two minutes when there was a knock on the front door.
 
   Caisey was in the kitchen doing the dishes, she almost hadn't heard it over the sound of the running water but she turned off the tap in time to hear the second knock. "I'm coming," she called, drying her hands on a dish towel before hurrying to the front door. Tossing her loose hair over her shoulder, she pulled the door open and stopped dead.
 
   He was standing there in a Hollister polo, his old letterman's jacket and a tattered pair of designer jeans, the type of outfit Caisey had always hated. It screamed douchebag and he fit the part perfectly. The nausea that had slowly been working its way into her life over the past couple of days steadily began to overwhelm her and she thought she might literally throw up at the sight of him. "Aren't you going to invite me in," he grinned.
 
   "What do you want Matt?" Caisey folded her arms across her chest, half to guard herself from the cold air filtering through the door and half to make it clear that he wasn't welcome. He obviously didn't take the hint, or simply didn't care, because he easily sidestepped her and let himself in the house.
 
   "Still looks the same," he commented, in a tone that was meant to sound like a compliment but that Caisey knew well enough to know was a tone of distaste. Matt's parents had owned one of the nicest homes in Conflict during their high school years, running a successful business and affording to give their only son things that most of the kids in Conflict could only hope for. When he'd started dating Caisey, he'd made it clear that Lincoln's house wasn't good enough and that they'd be better off spending time at his house instead.
 
   "Matthew, you can leave," Caisey told him, braving the cold and refusing to shut the door in hopes he might walk back out the way he'd come.
 
   Matt finished his examination and turned to look at her with faux disappointment on his face, he'd always been a bad liar. "I came to see you Caisey, don't be so mean."
 
   "What do you want Matt?" She was trying to keep a steady, firm tone but her patience was running thin and her annoyance running high. It couldn't be coincidence that he was here just two days after Jaclyn's threat.
 
   "I miss you baby," he told her sweetly, his voice making her nauseous. He stepped towards her and she took an involuntary step back, causing him to smirk. It didn't have the same effect on her as it did when Bentley smirked; Bentley's smirk lit her panties on fire… Matt just made her want to punch him in the face. "Look, I know we made some mistakes in the past… I'm not saying anyone's to blame, but I know we can be as good as we once were."
 
   As he spoke, Matt slowly moved towards her until she was backed against the doorframe. The chilled wood pressed against her back, cooling her through the material of her shirt and causing her to shiver; or maybe it was Matt that caused her to shiver. He obviously took her shiver as a sign of encouragement because a second later he had wound his arm around Caisey's waist, pulling her to him and pressed his overly wet, hard lips to hers. He kissed like a chicken, lips pursed to the breaking point and kissing her with almost enough pressure to leave a bruise.
 
   She felt the bile threatening to rise in her throat as she pushed him off of her and slapped him, hard across the face. "You fu—"
 
   "DON'T YOU TOUCH HER!" Matt's eyes grew wide as he and Caisey turned to see Bentley barreling up the front porch steps towards them, his car halfway on the sidewalk and his driver's door still ajar. Matt didn't stand a chance as Bentley grabbed him around his collar, pulling him forcefully outside and throwing him onto the front lawn with ease.
 
   "Bentley, stop," Caisey called, not forcefully enough as she fought to keep herself from being sick. Bentley headed back down the front stairs, his eyes almost black with rage. She reached for her jacket off the coat rack, slipping it on as she hurried after them. Caisey almost lost her footing on the stairs and had to grab the handrail to catch herself, effectively slowing her down and keeping her from reaching the boys in time to stop their altercation.
 
   "You fucking piece of shit," Bentley cursed, throwing a shot and hitting Matt square in the jaw as he struggled to recover from being thrown off the porch. "You can't just show up here and force yourself on her like that."
 
   Matthew laughed, more of a conspiratorial chuckle than one of actual amusement, regaining his footing and acting unafraid like the bastard that he was. "I didn't force myself on her, she wants me here. She's my wife, have some respect."
 
   "EX-wife," Caisey hollered, still effectively being ignored by both parties involved as Bentley tried to throw another punch. Matt was more prepared this time, stepping away before Bentley could touch him and throwing him slightly off kilter. Now it was Matt’s turn to hit Bentley, landing a dirty shot in the ribs and causing Bentley to cough. The blow may have one knocked the air out of him, but watching it was the final straw Caisey needed before she doubled over and released her day's sustenance on the already dead flower bed.
 
   "Caisey, are you o—" Bentley grabbed Matt by the back of the jacket when he turned, distracted and obviously disgusted by Caisey's morning sickness. Once again, Matt was thrown to the ground by the force of Bentley's strength. She felt faint, trying to stand steady and interject before Bentley could kick Matt in the ribs—his obvious intention. The ground tipped beneath her and she threatened to fall, the world spinning as a whirlwind of activity set in around them.
 
   All at once, Lincoln's Jeep flew into the driveway and he jumped out to try and separate the boys. At the same time that he arrived, Dylan's truck pulled up behind Bentley's car and he jumped out to help. Caisey's eyes locked on the scared face of her daughter in Dylan's backseat as Peyton struggled against the confines of her safety belt. She stumbled towards her daughter, her vision blurring, unfazed by Lincoln's shouting and Dylan trying to pull Bentley off of Matt.
 
   "Daddy," Peyton screamed, nearly falling from the backseat as she opened the door and climbed out. Tears streamed down her face and she ran to the commotion before anyone could stop her, her tiny voice effectively stopping Bentley and Matt's actions. Matt sat up, wincing in pain and smiled, prepared to embrace his daughter before watching her run into the arms of the man he'd been fighting. "Daddy, please stop," she cried into Bentley's shoulder as he scooped her up, holding her against his chest.
 
   That was the last thing she saw before unconsciousness finally overcame her and Caisey hit the ground.
 
   …
 
   Caisey woke up with a throbbing in her head and a bright light blinding her from above. Her limbs were stiff, her right side sore and her mind foggy. She blinked away the blurriness and adjusted to the fluorescents above, surveying the empty room around her. It was still light outside behind the curtains, she assumed that meant she hadn't been out long and not that she'd been out for the entire night.
 
   She reached for the call button and winced when she saw the IV in her hand. It only took a couple of minutes before a nurse was in to check her vitals and ask how she was feeling. They'd just finished the preliminary "you gave us quite the scare" when Alex walked in. Caisey felt herself relax, seeing his familiar smiling face as he came to stand beside her bed.
 
   "Welcome back sleeping beauty, how are you feeling?"
 
   "Sore," she told him. "My head hurts and I really need to pee."
 
   Alex chuckled, "that would be the IV. You passed out, probably a mixture of dehydration and all the stress, hit your head on your way down." The nurse handed him her file and excused herself, Alex thanked her with a smile and examined her notes. "Everything seems to be okay. I'd like to wait until we get your labs back, send you down for a CT, before we release you. Can't be too careful when you're carrying such precious cargo."
 
   "What happened to Bentley," Caisey asked, replaying the scene from just before she fainted. "Where's Peyton, is she okay? She was with Dylan, but I don't know why they were there… she was supposed to be with Melanie."
 
   "Calm down," Alex commanded softly, taking a seat on the edge of her bed. "Peyton is just fine, a little shaken but she's with Jennifer now. She forgot her Barbie movie at the house and wanted it so Dylan was bringing her back to get it when everything happened."
 
   Caisey fought the tears that gathered in her eyes, remembering Peyton's scared little face and the way she'd run to Bentley. "And Bentley, where is he?"
 
   "The Chief has him and Matt sitting in a cell down at the police station," Alex's smile was slightly amused and she assumed he felt they both deserved to stew a while. Of course they did, they both acted like idiots, but the thought of Bentley sitting in jail made her heart ache. "I don't think he's charging them with anything, unless you say otherwise, just giving them both a chance to cool down after acting like a couple of idiots. Pretty sure it was Lincoln’s idea."
 
   "Ugh," Caisey let her head drop back on the pillow and instantly regretted it when a new wave of pain shot through her head.
 
   Alex chuckled, "Caisey dear you have to start taking better care of yourself. I know how tough it can be when you have two little ones running around, I remember poor Jennifer being pregnant with Melanie while Dylan was going through one of his many many heathen stages, but carrying two babies is hard work on your body. Even this early on, you need to pace yourself. Remember to drink lots of water, eat regularly and try to rely on others for help with the kids. It doesn't help that you have all the added stress in your life the past few days but try to relax more, prop your feet up and rest."
 
   An hour later Caisey sat on the bed, waiting for Alex to come back with her CT scan so that she could leave. She was ready to go check on her babies and visit her father, and her babies' fathers, at the police station. Jesus, was this really her life? The reality of it was too ridiculous to even fathom. Something was up with Matt, he didn't just show up out of the blue because he missed her and she was going to find out why. What happened with Ashley?
 
   "Mommy," Peyton cried, running through the door and lunging into Caisey's arms as Melanie ushered Cayden in. "Are you okay mommy? Aunt Melanie said you broke your head."
 
   Caisey giggled and kissed her daughter's cheeks and hair, "Mommy's just fine. How are you doing baby girl? I know a lot has happened today."
 
   Peyton seemed to be considering her mother's words for a minute before shrugging, "I'm okay. Grandma Jennifer made cupcakes and she let me and Cayden lick the spoon," she beamed a toothy grin and Caisey hugged her again, mouthing a thank you to Melanie over her shoulder. Melanie nodded in understanding and nudged Cayden forward; Cayden seemed a little skittish in the new environment.
 
   "Hi baby boy, come up here," Caisey patted the mattress beside her and Cayden climbed up to sit beside her. "What's the matter?"
 
   Cayden snuggled underneath his mom's arm and looked up at her. "Is your head okay mommy," he asked and she nodded, kissing his curls. "Yeah baby, mommy's head is all better. I just got really thirsty and because of the babies it made me sleepy," she explained. Her little man hugged her around the middle and she bent to kiss the top of his head once more.
 
   "See guys, I told you she was okay," Melanie said, crouching down in front of them and giving them a kind smile. "How about we go back to Grandma Jennifer's for dinner now and mommy can come get you a little later?" They nodded, giving their mom another hug and a kiss each before climbing back down. "I brought your truck over, it's parked outside and I'm going to take Alex's car."
 
   "Thank you so much Melanie, and thank your mom for me. You guys are so great to be helping out like this."
 
   Melanie looked embarrassed as she stood back up, "Caisey, I'm so sorry about what happened? Bentley asked if we'd take the kids for a few hours so that he could come see you, he didn't want them to be around in case you guys started… In case you needed to talk. I never expected Matt to be there or for Peyton to see them… playing," Melanie censored herself poorly but Caisey nodded, both in understanding and appreciation, standing up to give her friend a hug.
 
   "I know Melanie, it's okay; I didn't expect it either, it kind of ruined everyone's plans but thanks for being such a great help today."
 
   "Of course Caisey," she returned Caisey's hug warmly and led the kids back out of the room.
 
    
 
   Caisey drove with the window cracked, enjoying the cool air as it cleaned the antiseptic smell out of her nose and lungs. The Tylenol the nurse had given her had finally kicked in and she felt much less sore than she had early. When she arrived at the police station, she parked beside the Chief’s police cruiser and hurried inside as light rain drops began to fall.
 
   The station was pretty empty, though it never was overly full to begin with. The cop at the front desk waved her through and she headed back towards his desk where he was squinting at his computer screen. "You'll go blind staring at that thing," she teased him and he looked up, smiling when he saw her standing in front of him.
 
   Andrew Arnold had known Caisey her whole life. He’d been friends with Lincoln when he met and married Kathy, and had been a regular pillar during each of her trips to Conflict to visit her dad. Andy gave her a hug, a rare exchange for them, and looked her over. "You look healthy," he commented and she thanked him, though she wasn't sure it was a compliment. Wasn't that what people said when you looked like you'd gained weight? No, Andy was just bad with words.
 
   "Thanks for being there for Lincoln; I don't want to think about what would have happened if he and Dylan hadn't shown up when they did. I guess it helps to have the law on your side sometimes," she winked.
 
   "Bentley probably would've killed him and then we'd really have a problem. Not that I'd blame him, Lincoln has wanted to kill the boy a few times himself over the past decade," Caisey giggled and sat down opposite her father’s friend. "Now I've heard Matt's side and I've heard Bentley's side, and I think I've pretty much got it all figured out. What I want to know is whether or not you want to press charges against Matt?"
 
   Caisey thought for a second and shook her head, "no, it solves nothing. I think Bentley made his point pretty clear, I don't want the kids to find out and be more confused than they already are."
 
   "Are they? Confused," Andy clarified and Caisey shrugged.
 
   "No, I guess not. Melanie said they were play fighting and they seemed to accept that okay, but it doesn't change the fact that Peyton was there to see it." She played with the name plate on his desk and ignored his stare.
 
   "You gonna go talk to him," he asked.
 
   "Which him?" Andy chuckled and shook his head, "yeah yeah, I'm going." Caisey stood up, fixing her shirt and heading towards the door that led to the holding cells in the basement. Nobody seemed to pay her any mind as she headed downstairs and she rolled her eyes, small towns.
 
   She tapped her foot on the concrete floor, her arms folded across her chest, as she stared at Matt's bruised face through the iron bars. He looked at her, unapologetic, and waited for her to talk. Enough years of disappointing Caisey, he knew she was really pissed off when she stood there silently. She touched the bars, opening her mouth to speak before shaking her head and closing it again.
 
   "You're a special kind of jackass, you know that," she snapped. "What were you thinking Matt? And don't give me that bull shit about missing me because you and I both know you're a horrible liar. God, John would have a fucking field day with you in court if he knew about this."
 
   Matt's composure slipped slightly and he seemed to blanch, obviously remembering the way that John had ripped him to shreds in court during their divorce. "You're not going to tell him, are you?"
 
   "I don't know," she sighed after a second. "You shouldn't have come here. If my dad hadn't shown up, he might've killed you. You know that? I can't entirely be sure that I'd even be sorry."
 
   "She called him Daddy," Matt stated sadly, sounding remorseful about his relationship with his daughter for the first time since he walked out on them.
 
   "Because he is her dad now Matt, is that what this is all about? Some sort of pissing contest just so that you can fuck with their heads all over again? Because I can tell you right now that I will be dead in the ground before I let you put them through that again."
 
   "No Caisey, that's not- Jesus, I don't know…"
 
   "Why are you here? I know about Ashley, is that what this is about? Did she break up with you?" Matt stared at the floor of his cell and shook his head. "Cut the shit Matt, why are you here!" Her voice echoed off the concrete walls and he raised his eyes to meet her gaze once more.
 
   "She offered me money, said if I could get you to leave him she'd give me a good hunk of change."
 
   Caisey's posture stiffened, "Jaclyn?"
 
   He nodded. "Guess your boy is trying to take away her alimony and she says it's because of you."
 
   "Listen to me Matt, and you listen good. Bentley and I are getting married," his face fell but she ignored it. He had no right to be upset and she wouldn't allow him the satisfaction of making her feel sorry for him. Once upon a time she'd have felt sorry for Matt, but that time was long gone. "If you ever come near me again, I will not hesitate to take your ass back to court and this time I will let John destroy you the way that he wanted to before. Do you understand me?" He nodded. "Good. Stay away from me and stay away from my kids."
 
   She turned away from him and headed down the expanse of the room to the last holding cell, Andy had definitely wanted them separated. Bentley sat on the wooden bench, his back pressed against the concrete wall and his head in his hands. His knuckles were bruised and bloody, but from what she could see his face was untouched. Caisey placed her hands on the bars and his raised his head to look at her, his eyes filled with contrition.
 
   "Caisey," he jumped off the bench and placed his hands on top of hers. "Baby are you okay? I've been going crazy down here wondering what had happened to you. Are the babies okay?"
 
   Caisey bit her bottom lip, "now you care about me and the babies?"
 
   Bentley sighed, letting his forehead fall against the bars. "I deserve that; I've been such an idiot these past few days, but when I saw you hit the ground, I've never been so scared in my life." She hesitated, absorbing his words before running her hands up to stroke his soft hair comfortingly. "I was so angry at myself, ashamed, after you left and I realized that I'd never asked how you or the babies were."
 
   He stopped talking, enjoying the feel of her fingers in his hair. She scratched his scalp softly a few times before stopping, "go on."
 
   He grinned, but it didn't reach his eyes. "I wanted to go after you, but I heard what you said and I needed to deal with that. I asked Melanie and Jennifer to take the kids so that we could talk and I could try to explain myself, but when I saw him kissing you… I saw red."
 
   "I'll say," she snorted and he looked at her, quirking an eyebrow. "Sorry, continue."
 
   "I was already out of my car when I saw you push him away. I realized he'd forced himself on you and that… I just couldn't stop myself. Once I had my hands on him, killing him was all I could think about… If Lincoln hadn't shown up, I would have."
 
   His voice was sad, a little scared and she wanted to hold him. "I know," she whispered. Their eyes met again and she felt her tears welling behind her eyes, she had to look away. "It was Jaclyn, she offered to pay him if he could break us up…" Bentley's eyes grew wide and his anger flared again, "she's afraid you being with me will make her alimony stop."
 
   Bentley laughed, a harsh and humorless laugh. "Her alimony is gone, regardless of if we were together or not, Caisey. That’s why it took me so long to come talk to you, I wanted to deal with this Jaclyn thing so that I could try to keep you untouched by all of that. I blamed myself for the dissolution of our marriage for a long time Caisey, but for her to tell me she'd lied to me the entire time…” She looked confused and Bentley paused to explained. “The cameras in the office may be closed circuit, small time, but they have audio recording. I sent them to my lawyer and he's assured me that not only will I have an order of no contact by the end of the month, but her alimony will be gone shortly thereafter."
 
   "So what does that mean for us," she asked quietly, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth and staring at the floor. Silently, Bentley reached his arms between the bars and placed one hand against Caisey's stomach, the other cupping her cheek.
 
   "Well, if you'll let me… I'd like to make it up to you, for what a complete jackass I've been. I want to finally have our family under one roof where I can watch you and take care of you; all of you." Caisey looked back into his eyes and felt the tears on her cheeks that she'd been fighting for days. "Don't cry," he whispered, using his thumb to wipe away the drops that had fallen on her cheeks. "I want you home with me baby, please let me make it up to you."
 
   "She called you daddy," Caisey sniffled and Bentley nodded, a loving smile spreading across his face.
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   Caisey sat in a rocker Jennifer kept in their living room, rocking a sleeping Cayden and allowing herself to digest the hearty meal they'd just consumed. Bentley had promised to grovel and make it up to Caisey, and grovel he did. Caisey had been bombarded with flowers, candy and various other gifts over the past couple of days. In true corny fashion, he'd even had them delivered to her at work even though they worked together. To say that Ashley was fuming with jealousy would be an understatement, but Caisey wasn't entirely convinced Ashley didn't have something to do with getting Matt and Jaclyn together so she really didn't care how Ashley was feeling. They'd moved ahead with their plans to move in together and everything most mostly settled as of last night, save for a few boxes Caisey needed to sort through in Lincoln's shed.
 
   Caisey woke up in their bed Thanksgiving morning and stretched her arms above her head lazily. Bentley was already up and she frowned when she rolled over into his no-longer warm spot. She'd started to realize that Bentley was an early riser, which benefited her with the kids when he turned off her alarm clock considerately. On the other side of the bedroom door she could hear Peyton and Cayden giggling and talking excitedly, Bentley's muffled voice interjecting and sending them into another fit of giggles. A warm, sweet smell wafted down the hall towards her and she sniffed appreciatively before deciding it was time to get up.
 
   Pulling her robe tightly around her tank top and yoga pants, she walked down the hall and into the kitchen where she founds her kids elbow deep in cookie dough. Bentley was leaned over the oven door, checking the cookies they'd already put in to bake, when she walked in and didn't notice her, the kids greeted her with happy grins. Caisey walked over and wrapped her arms around Bentley's waist, pressing her cheek to his back. "What's cooking good looking," she mused and she could feel him grin.
 
   "Cookies for my cookie," Caisey laughed and rolled her eyes, stepping back to let Bentley stand up properly. He turned and embraced her, pulling her up to a deep kiss.
 
   "Bleck!" Peyton protested and Cayden joined in, causing Caisey to giggle as Bentley placed dramatic kisses over her face and neck in response. "Happy thanksgiving," Peyton told her after Bentley released Caisey from his grasp.
 
   "Happy thanksgiving baby, you're a mess," she assessed, eyeing Bentley then shaking her head. Bentley grinned and wiggled his fingers at Caisey playfully; he was too adorable when he was in a good mood like this. "Are you making cookies to take to Grandma Jennifer's house later?"
 
   "Mhmm… I made chocolate chip and Cayden made sugar cookies and daddy's making yucky ones with raisins," she wrinkled her nose in distaste and Caisey giggled, bending to kiss each of her babies on the nose in turn. Cayden swatted her away, concentrating on rolling his current cookie into a ball.
 
   "Mommy likes the yucky raisin cookies though," Caisey pouted and Peyton shook her head in protest. "Okay okay, no raisin cookies for you then." She turned to Bentley, "what time are we supposed to be at your Aunt and Uncle's?"
 
   "Jennifer said dinner's at four but we can head over whenever you're ready, usually the guys watch the football game while the women cook us food," he winked and she almost flipped him off jokingly before she remembered the presence of little mimickers. "There's always lots of stuff to snack on until dinner so why don't you go have a bath or something while the kids and I finish up the cookies and then we can all get ready?" Caisey opened her mouth to protest his coddling but a bath did sound great, she so quickly nodded in agreement and scooted off before he could change his mind.
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   Caisey sat in an old wooden rocker that Jennifer kept in Alex's study. Her bare feet propped up on the windowsill overlooking the backyard, she cradled Cayden against her as she slowly rocked back and forth. It had been an exciting day, nobody did Thanksgiving quite like Jennifer. Caisey knew they'd all be eating leftovers for weeks, the thought made her stomach churn with all the undigested food she'd consumed. A tryptophan coma tugged at her consciousness and she stroked Cayden's hair back away from his forehead as she fought it.
 
   The kids had been so excited to dress up in their holiday clothes; Cayden looked like such a little man in his khakis and button up white shirt, while Peyton had demanded attention like always in her white and red party dress. Jennifer had dotted over them appropriately, as had Melanie and Liz. Poor Liz looked plum miserable, she'd practically spent the entire day outside avoiding the smells of the kitchen. She'd managed to join everyone for dinner in the end, though the site of the turkey had turned her puce.
 
   Cayden had followed Alex around until he couldn't keep his little eyes open any longer and Peyton had taken quite the liking to Dylan. Caisey wasn't sure what it was about the big bear of a man, but her daughter was quickly developing her first crush and Bentley didn't like it. He'd tried and failed several times to redirect her attention but she'd only ended up annoyed and sassy before Caisey finally had to put her down for a nap. At the end of the night though, it'd been Bentley who had stolen the show. Not the kids and their magical whimsy, not Jennifer's spectacular food, Liz's sickness or Melanie and Dallas's sickeningly sweet relationship… it was Bentley, all her Bentley.
 
   Caisey had just finished the last bite of pie that she could stomach, she leaned back in her chair and looked around the dinner table at the wonderful family that surrounded her. Lincoln had dressed up, worn a tie and everything which she assumed had more to do with Cheryl than it had to do with the holiday. Cheryl had brought the pies, amazing pies, along with her two kids- Amanda and Brett. Amanda was home from college and she'd brought her new boyfriend with her, Paul, and Lincoln did not like the look of him. Caisey smiled to herself, remembering how protective Lincoln had been of her when she first brought Matt home, poor Paul would be contemplating the hills by the end of their visit.
 
   "Caisey," Bentley had grabbed her attention, reaching across the table to hold her hand. He squeezed it, offering her a small smile and she returned it. "I love you."
 
   "I love you too," she smiled, squeezing his hand in return. The table seemed to have fallen silent and Caisey looked around to see everyone watching them. She started to pull her hand back self-consciously when she felt Bentley's grip tighten and she turned to face him. Bentley stood from his chair, stepping closer and dropping to one knee beside her. Caisey gasped and Bentley looked up to her with fearful eyes.
 
   "Caisey Marie Groves…"
 
   "Oh god…"
 
   "I know that I've gone about this all wrong before, but I want to do it right this time. You are the most amazing woman I've ever met; you're so strong, you've brought me two beautiful children and you're going to bring me two more. I can never thank you enough for all the ways you've made me happy and put up with all of my stupidity." Caisey gave a watery smile and he reached up with his free hand, stroking his cheek with his thumb lovingly. "Caisey Groves, will you marry me?" Bentley reached into his pocket and pulled out a small black box, popping it open to reveal a princess cut solitaire diamond set on a white gold band. It sparkled in the light and held a world of promise.
 
   "Yes.. Yes.. Yes.." Caisey jumped up and Bentley caught her in his arms, spinning her around as she squealed and scattering kisses across her face.
 
   Caisey shifted Cayden's weight and removed her left hand, holding it up in front of her to look at the diamond reflecting the sunlight as it faded in the horizon. She sighed in contentment, resting her head against the back of the chair and closing her eyes. So much had happened in such a short time, it was overwhelming to think about everything that had happened since they moved to Conflict. One thing was for sure though, everything had definitely been for the better.
 
   Caisey had even fully forgiven Bentley at this point for the Jaclyn situation. She hadn't told him that yet, let him grovel a while longer, but she knew that it had changed them for the better. They both had such painful pasts, pasts they'd tried to keep separate from their present together. Since then though, Caisey finally understood that it was impossible to separate their pasts and instead they needed to share in the residual pain and move forward together.
 
   Bentley stroked the top of Caisey's head affectionately, reveling in the feel of her silky soft hair beneath his fingertips. Her chocolate eyes blinked sleepily up at him and a soft smile spread across her lips as she looked at him. He bent down and carefully took Cayden from her arms, cradling him as she stretched the sleep from her limbs. Most everyone had headed home after Caisey disappeared to rock Cayden, Peyton was snoozing on the couch by the time that Dylan left and he decided to go find his fiancée.
 
   He'd been terrified, getting down on one knee in front of their loved ones and asking her to forever be his everything. Bentley had never been so scared of anything in his life. The first time he'd asked her to marry him, it'd been a matter of timing. He'd thought about it, almost since the second he met her, but he knew things needed to bet at Caisey's pace. Only weeks had passed since his first proposal, but so much had happened and he knew that she could turn him down as easily as she could say yes. It was a risk he was willing to take, though the thought had kept him awake the night before.
 
   Looking at her now, her eyes heavy with sleep and her chin red where it had rested against Cayden's head while they slept, Bentley knew that he was destined to spend the rest of his life treating her like the Princess that she was. She was an amazing mother, a great lover and a kind-hearted person. She stood up and kissed his lips softly and Bentley knew that no one would ever be as happy as they were going to be for the rest of forever.
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   Kathleen Rose | Seth Michael
 
   5 lbs 10 ozs               6 lbs 4 ozs
 
   20 ½ inches               22 inches
 
   June 5th, 2015
 
   6:57 pm               6:55 pm
 
    
 
   Caisey lay in the hospital bed, a bundle of pink in one arm and blue in the other, smiling proudly while Bentley posed beside her with Cayden and Peyton in his arms and Jennifer snapped photos of them all. It had been a rough couple of days since the babies were born, the babies were born early and a little small but both healthy. Caisey had struggled though, almost 72 hours of labor before they had to do an emergency c-section because Seth had a pre-lapse chord.
 
   Bentley looked over at her lovingly, running his fingers through her hair and earning a loving smile of his own. He'd been a nervous wreck the entire time, never leaving her side. Alex was concerned he might stroke out when they wheeled Caisey off to the operating room. Caisey had been relieved when she woke up and Bentley still had all his hair, he'd tugged on it so much since Caisey's water broke that she'd nearly had Dylan restrain him.
 
   Now, looking at their perfect little faces, Caisey forgot all about the pain and how miserable she'd been the past few months. Bentley sat Peyton and Cayden down on their feet and took the babies from Caisey, allowing Jennifer to take them while he helped Caisey to her feet. Okay, maybe she hadn't forgotten all about the pain.
 
   Jennifer allowed Cayden to help strap the babies in their car seats and Caisey double checked that they hadn't forgotten anything. Cayden was very eager to help, smitten from the first time he held his baby brother and sister, Peyton was less enthused. For weeks, Cayden had been prattling on about all of the things he was going to teach his brother while Peyton had just been adamant that they better not touch her toys. Still, her love for them was obvious whenever she held them; a little put off, knowing she would have to contest with two more children, she was mystified by how tiny they were.
 
   Caisey's SUV was parked on the curb, Bentley had already installed the car seat bases in the middle row, leaving Peyton and Cayden to climb over into the third row. "I think we might need a minivan," Caisey joked, receiving a death glare from Bentley. She giggled and allowed him to help her into the back seat where she could keep an eye on the twins.
 
   …
 
   By the time the twins were two weeks old, Bentley and Caisey had worked out a system. Bentley said they were a well-oiled machine, but Caisey thought they were just lucky Cayden and Peyton were so helpful and that they had such a great support system. The kids still went to daycare during the day while Bentley worked, leaving Caisey to take care of the babies. She usually made dinner when they got home, then Bentley would entertain everyone while Caisey showered and tried to nap. Caisey took most of the night time duties, despite Bentley's protests, she wasn't the one who had to work in the morning. When Caisey went back to work, she said Bentley could help, but her insistence on continuing to work was a source of disagreement for them.
 
   "Caisey, I must say, motherhood agrees with you much more than it did me when Melanie was born," Jennifer commented, causing Caisey to laugh. She sat on the couch, feeding Kathleen while Jennifer rocked Seth to sleep.
 
   "Sure, sure," she mocked. "I can't wait to see how Liz does when she returns to work after the baby's born and she's got these two in the nursery as well." Jennifer laughed in agreement, stroking the baby's head affectionately.
 
   "You're going to be a great grandmother, Jennifer."
 
   She smiled at Caisey and turned her attention back to Seth's angelic face. "Oh Caisey, I've considered Bentley my son for a long time. For me, I already am a grandmother… Oh God, a grandma.. me.." She shuddered dramatically and Caisey laughed, "do I have to start playing bingo or something now?"
 
   "I always hated bingo."
 
   …
 
   



 
  



 
    
 
   Vanessa Elizabeth Carson
 
   8 lbs 4 ozs
 
   21 inches
 
   July 9th, 2014
 
   2:14 am
 
    
 
   Dylan Carson was head over heels for Elizabeth Andrews the second he saw her. But nothing.. nothing compared to the explosion that took place in side of him the first time his daughter cried. After six hours, Elizabeth gave birth to a plump little girl with a head full of thick blonde hair and a set of lungs like her daddy. Dylan cut the cord and the doctor laid her in his arms for a split second before the nurses took over to clean her up and check her out. Tears streamed down Liz's face as she looked at Dylan and he smiled, rushing to her side and kissing her furiously over and over again.
 
   She was healthy, cranky from all the excitement but the first time Liz held her, she locked on to Dylan's outstretched finger with a grip he'd never forget. She was perfection and he didn't know how he could ever be happier than he was now, standing with his wife and newborn daughter, his entire word was finally complete.
 
   Caisey and Bentley brought Cayden and Peyton up to visit, leaving the twins in the waiting room with Jennifer and Alex so Liz wouldn't be too overwhelmed. Their clan was bigger now than any of the rest of the family was used to, but they'd been blessed with pretty well behaved kids so it wasn't too bad. Dylan and Liz hoped they were that lucky once Vanessa got to be Cayden or Peyton's age. In Liz's line of work, she was more than aware of how good or how bad children could truly be.
 
   The twins were six months old when Caisey and Bentley finally got married. Just before Christmas, they got married at Jennifer and Alex's house, elegantly done but small with close family and friends. Cayden looked so cute in his tiny tux, standing beside Bentley as his best man. Peyton was Caisey's maid of honor, standing beside Melanie and Liz who stood across from Dylan and Dallas. Even Kathy was able to join them for the wedding, she and Jennifer pushed the twins down the aisle in old fashioned baby carriages and earned their own aww's from their guests.
 
   It was Caisey that really stole the show though, as she should. She'd lost her baby weight quickly, allowing her to wear an early 1900s style dress that emphasized her figure. "You look like you just stepped out of an Austen movie," Caisey's mom had commented, dabbing her eyes with a Kleenex as she watched Melanie and Elizabeth lace up the back of her dress. It was perfect, a dream come true; a dream Caisey had been so ready to give up on just days before she met Bentley Carson. Tears threatened to spill as Caisey saw herself reflected in her mother eyes and Melanie scolded her not to mess up her make up.
 
   "I love you, daddy," Caisey whispered, looking to Lincoln as he held her arm and they started down the aisle.
 
   "I love you too, baby," Lincoln assured her, his mustache twitching as he patted her arm. It was a beautiful ceremony, Melanie and Jennifer had worked hard to make it perfect and it was. Kathleen cried from her carrier when the priest started the service and wouldn't settle until Caisey took her in her arms, cradling her in her right arm while Bentley clasped her left hand and they exchanged vows. It was nontraditional, unplanned, and completely reflected who Bentley and Caisey were together.
 
   Someone snapped a picture of their family framed by the alter and Jennifer framed it for them; they hung it above the mantel in their living room. Their first moment as a real family, captured forever and watching over them as they grew into their lives. Things would always come up, there would be ups and downs, she was sure of it. But looking back now, Caisey had never imagined that the next chapter of her life would turn into her Happily Ever After.
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